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Dedication/Disclaimer Page 


| want to dedicate this story to my best friend Joey and to reassure that while | do not want to sleep with 
him | love him more than anything in the world.except chocolate. | love you dude, so take care. Love going out 
to Amber, Steph, Jordan, LinZ, Craig, Mike, Kitty, Josh, and Eric. | would also like to say that all of these words 
are no more than strange ideas from my twisted little mind and any resemblance with and real people or 


events is entirely coincidental. Please review me! 


Prologue: 


Since | was about six years old | can count three things total that have been absolute constants in my life. |) 
My love for the guitar, 2.) My love of punk rock, and 3) The presence of one Jonny Blake, or since he changed 
his last name about five years ago, Jonny Blackheart. Yeah.. know, | tried to talk him out of it but really once 
Jonny's decided on something not even the Fearless Five (our group of best friends consisting of Jonny, three 
other dudes, and myself) can talk him out of it. Jonny can be a real stubborn bastard at times. He wanted 
something that said rebel yet "under the radar" rebel, you know a sweet and innocent twist to something dark. 
| don't think anyone really gets it and if they do they probably roll their eyes just like Derrick, Nicky, Val, and | 
do. Derrick, Nicky, and Val, are the three other dudes who are in the Fearless Five and also in the band that 
Jonny helped found back in sophomore year of High School, Ariose Pandemonium. If the name doesn't sound 
familiar than you've been living on another planet considering they're the latest underground sensation on the 


"Alternative" rock scene. 


| don't think | really like that word, alternative, | always feel like it's smoothing over the truth of what the 
band really is a hard-core, balls to the wall, blood, sweat, and spit, punk rock band. Jonny and Nicky would 
always argue that AP lacked the qualities of a punk rock band in many ways though. They point out, quite 
credibly, that nothing that they've done album wise has ever sounded like a prior effort, that they have 
several songs that are slow and soft, and since their lyricist aka. Jonny, has a masters in Creative Writing, 
their songs are wrought with heavy poetical, theological, and philosophical, and all kinds of "ophical" meanings, 
therefore Ariose Pandemonium cannot be classified as simple punk rock. Since | refuse to change my point of 


view just to please my friends we have more than just a few stalemate arguments on the tour bus. 


Back to my original point..if you haven't noticed, I'm more than just a little scatter brained and ramble-prone 
when it comes right down to it, | was six years old when | met Jonny, it was the first day of school, and he, 
Nicky, and myself were starting first grade. It was my first day in any public sort of facility as my Mom and 
Dad had gotten the very bright idea to move from big bustling New York, the Mecca of the business world, to 
sleepy, pretty, Adeline, California. In best description Adeline is a subset of Orange County only a thousand 
times more boring and it has a bunch more Mormons. My brother, Tony, pouted for nearly a full year over 
the change which to this day we are still clueless to why my parents made. Mom and Daddy used to 
constantly mumble things like "better for work and you kids" but those were BS excuses and my brother and | 


knew it, so the mystery lives on. 


As | am a naturally angry New Yorker at heart I'm very surprised | survived in Adeline. | was always more 
than a little mouthy, | had no feminine side to speak of considering that my mother had to force me into 
wearing dresses and girlie shoes (which | still won't wear because they fricking hurt!), and the only Barbie dolls 
| ever had got trashed in the tragic "accidents" | produced by sending their convertibles off our roof. | wasn't 
a bad kid, | wasn't perfect, but really there was only one incident in my adolescence involving matches and | 
only took money from my mom's purse like once, unlike Tony. Looking back though, | know the reason | 


persevered through Adeline comes in a single name: Jonny. Best friends really can be a life support system. 


As | was saying before the rambling took over yet again | met Nicky and Jonny the first day of first grade in 


my new town Its weird but | can remember every single detail about the moment Jonny walked up and 
started talking to me. | had on black converses with black and red star laces, the baggy skater shorts my 
mother detested, and a T-shirt with "The Ramones" emblem on it. Looking back now I'm not all that surprised 
that most of the kids around me thought | was a boy until | turned and they could see the long braid coming 
out of my Yankees baseball cap, because Jonny sure's the hell went with that assumption. 


"Yo, kid," he had said in his high-pitched child voice. "Hey, dude with the Yankees hat" 


| had looked up then, from where | was sitting at the base of the jungle gym, with a more than feisty scowl on 


my face. 


lm not a dude, pal," | had snapped, my tone yet to be purged of the Queens accent Jonny had jumped back 
then, quite surprised to find out that | was a girl, and started blushing. | looked him over at that point, not 
thinking much of the picture he made before at the time. Shaggy dark brown hair under a BMX hat, pale skin, 
an okay face, the only part of Jonny that struck me were his eyes. At first they appeared to be a very dark 
brown but as | looked longer | found that they were actually so deep a shade of green that they looked jet. 
Besides the eyes though, nothing about him interested me. 


There were a few moments of that awkward silence as Jonny looked at me, reliving his faux pa as his face 


steadily turned redder and redder. 


"Well are you gonna stand there forever or do ya actually got somthin to say?" | demanded impatient to 
return to my recess full of looking at my shoes. | wasn't a very sociable child, | choose to believe that it's 
because I'm a very unique and gifted person. Jonny would say it's because l'm a frigid bitch when it comes 
right down to it but in the end he and all my other friends will admit that once you get to know me l'm a real 
sweety. After you dig through several layers, several very tough layers..with a jackhammer. 


"l-ugh-l like your shirt," he had offered timidly. 
It was about then that this very unremarkable boy caught my interest. 


"You've heard of The Ramones?" | asked skeptically raising that signature cynic's eyebrow all of those near and 
dear to me knew so well. | didn't think that it was possible for anyone in that painted up bitch of a town to 


know about the forerunners of the punk scene. 


Jonny had nodded quite vigorously. "Yeah!" he had said with enthusiasm | lacked so often. "I love them! Have 
you ever listened to The Misfits? O-or The Cure?" 


And that was all it took. Maybe four sentences and | had a new best friend and a reason not to run back to 
my Gram-Gram's in Manhattan. So | dropped the bitchy attitude and allowed Jonny to take me under his wing 
on the school yard. That day | met Nicky, who | would also come to adore, and the next day Val and Derrick, 
the former who was a grade above us and the latter a grade behind. That's when the Fearless Five was born 


It was also the beginning of what | would call the rest of my life. 


We were a right close knit little group, we were, we had a couple other friends, Jimmy Holstrum, Danny Bogs, 
and Evan Biers, but | remember the five of us being the core, the ones always together. We were the fearless 
Five, the ones the jocks were scared to touch, the preps were scared to make fun of, and the hicks loathed in 
open. And of all the friends that we ever allowed into our meetings there were never any girls besides me and 
| was the only one allowed to band practices until the end of junior year, and | thought that was cool as hell. 


Which, come on, it is. 


All fellow tomboys out there know exactly what I'm talking about. Being the girl with the guys automatically 
makes you tough and it makes you cool, and if you play your cards right, you know don't dress like a dike or 
too trampy, then you are the supreme ruler of your fellow females in school. This is because they can't touch 
you, not because your some butch lesbian or beloved village bicycle all the guys have had a try on but 
because you are it. You are the one the guys consider cool enough to keep around when all other creatures 
lacking an eleventh finger are banned. The girl privy to all guy information and guy habits. You understand the 
boys so therefore you are the messiah on the high school campus. Except with the cheerleaders, they won't 
admit to anything like that because the bitches don't know how to give in. But in essence that's who | was, Lexi 
Devlin the guys’ chick and that was always a good thing. 


Being the only girl in a group of self proclaimed "young punks" gave me privilege to many things others of my 
sex would never experience. First and foremost the Guitar. As previously stated my love fore this particular 
instrument has been a staple in my life since first grade, which's when Derrick first started playing it and | 
learned from him. | saved up lunch money for two years to buy a battered Fender and amp from one of 
Tony's friends up the street. | would practice sometimes until my fingers bled, trying to get the chords to 
songs like "Halloween" or "Fascination Street" down. | eventually figured out how to play, and apparently, I'm not 
being vain l'm just restating what audiences have told me, | had a lot of raw talent. Derrick did to, we were 
always competing against one another, in a good way, it never got spiteful between the two of us considering 
Derrick was more of a brother to me than Tony ever was. Bearing in mind that Nicky knew the drums, Val 
learned the bass, and Jonny eventually blossomed into a young man who could scream and carry a worthy 
tune, it was far from surprising thing when a band formed. The only thing anyone ever raised an eyebrow 


over was the fact that | was not in it. 


"Dude, Lexi, fucking rails and she can belt it out like a man, why isn't she like second guitar?" Evan had asked 
when the boys had announced the lineup. A question that was posed many times over by all that knew us. I'd 
been offered but at that time the feminist in me wasn't confident enough to get on stage and do what 
primarily men had been doing since..forever. | wasn't strong enough, | guess, to be the first. | was comfortable 
enough hanging out at practices, going over tabs with Derrick and Val, and helping Jonny on his lyrics. Playing 
the guitar was always part of me but | never felt like my place was in front of an audience, | belonged to the 
side on the couch, watching the guys as they attempted poetry and motion on warm summer nights and 


weekends. 


Those were the nights | would spend sleeping in Jonny's basement, next to him on his couch, which neither of 
our parents really cared about considering he lived next door. Besides both Mom and Linda knew the two of us 


could get out of our second story bedrooms via a big old tree growing between the properties. They also knew 


that, unfortunately, Jonny had no attraction to me whatsoever. 

Now, if you are a normal person then you've probably gotten the gist by now that my feelings for my best 
friend were less then..friendly. If you haven't you're a flipping moron and need to stop reading this because | 
just don't feel comfortable with stupid people going over my innermost thoughts. | don't know exactly when | 
realized that | was head over heels with Jonny. I've always gravitated to him more than the other guys in the 
group but until | was eighteen and my boyfriend of nearly two years broke up with me and | didn't shed a tear 
| had no clue | was in love with my best friend. 


| wish | wasn't too, it could have been anyone else, Nicky, Derrick, Val, | could have handled figuring out | was in 
love with any of them but not Jonny. For one, Jonny had told others and myself that | was his "twin" since we 
were so alike and always together. In guy language this sentiment translates to "Ill hang out with you and sleep 
in the same bed with you but | could never fuck you" or something along those lines. | was very okay with 
that too, until he would get a girlfriend and I'd have to watch them making out, then I'd get pissed, go home, 
and write some really angry poetry. I'd also doodle little stick figures with boobs getting hung or stabbed but 
the guys always just thought | was rendering a cheerleader I'd recently fought with. It was all okay though, | 
didn't know why | hated Jane, Kiera, Betsy, or the others, | just did and that was fine. 


It was not fine however when Craig, in a rage over my indifference upon our breakup, pointed out that | was 
far more upset with Jonny for sleeping with Amy Parker than | was with him leaving me for her. That had me 
more than a little angry and | showed that anger by slamming my ex upside the head with my bare fist. | 
regretted that later, Craig and | had been friends before we'd been lovers, it just pissed me off that someone 
had noticed my feelings before | did. That and | needed someone to take my frustration over it all out on and 
mouthy little Craig was conveniently there. Again | would like to point out | am normally a very, very, nice 


person. 


What did | do, you may ask, when | figured out that my best friend was my beloved? Why | did what all self- 
respecting tomboy heterosexual guitarists do for their men.| played a self written love song for him! Yeah, | 
got all our friends together then | played my song on my guitar and sang. Then he cheered and took me in his 
arms we made love and all that bullshit and had a Jon Jr. and were we're the perfect fricking little punk rock 
family..Not! | came to the conclusion that | was in love with Jonny near the last few months of senior year so 
to deal with my feelings | decided to leave town and try not to think about him in that way. | was a really good 
student and U.S.C. had offered me a full scholarship, which | accepted almost too late. | was initially not going to 
take it so that | could be a full time roadie for Ariose Pandemonium but the second | broke up with Craig and 
the whole Jonny situation came into light | was packing my jeep for the five hour car drive south and my new 


home. 


All the guys put up a fuss but Jonny isn't the only one of our group who can be unyielding. | left on a 
Saturday, and they all came to see me off. | got a kiss and a hug from, Derrick, Val, and Nicky but Jonny, 
Jonny put his arms around me pecked my cheek, and held me there for a torturously long time. It killed me a 
little inside, having him hug me like that and knowing he'd never know just how much | wished | wasn't going or 
that he'd kiss me. But he did let me go, even wished me luck, the son of a bitch. So | swallowed my stupid 
emotions got in my car, started up the engine, and drove away. | debated with myself up until the halfway 


point on just turning around and running back to the group. Luckily or unluckily, depending on how you view it, 


my resolve held and | went to college and my masters in music journalism. That means basically | got a diploma 
saying that | would write for magazines interviewing bands and reviewing albums. The entire time | was in 
school though and after | graduated | never forgot my boys or the way | felt about Jonny. Its not like they 


ever let me or | could let myself. 


| got a call at least once a week from one of them, mostly it was Jonny, needing someone to talk to over the 
bands hardships and success as they toured unsigned. | was so worried about him over that period, about all 
the guys, they were living hand to mouth most of the time, | knew, and my fears only doubled when they 
visited and | noticed that they were losing weight. | guess | was lucky in the department that their touring 
schedule kept them away so often but they guys were never out of my mind no matter where they went. | 
knew even before | had graduated I'd be going back to them, back to AP before | turned twenty five. | was 
very right. 


When | graduated at twenty-two | moved off campus with a couple of chick friends named Myrna and Lynn, 
They were pretty much the first girlfriends that I'd had in my entire life with the exception of Derrick's twin 
sister Dana, and since Dana had moved to Maine for her own college thing we weren't all that tight as we had 
been | was living in an apartment with Myrna and Lynn for about three months and working for a local metal 
zine as a junior editor when the big call came. 

It was about four am. Saturday night or Sunday morning, whatever you'd call it, when Jonny phoned me. | had 
been tying to catch up on much needed sleep, when the phone rang and scared me so that | fell on my ass 
onto the floor. After swearing at the top of my lungs and scrambling for the receiver, Myrna and Lynn 
covering their heads with pillows all the while, | finally found the bed stand and phone. When | finally did get to 
the phone | cursed into it for about a minute before stopping to take a breath and finding laughter on the 


other end. | gasped as | recognized the voice, there was no way | couldn't know who it was. 


Jonny wasted no time in getting me to laugh at my antics, he had always been able to do that, and making my 
heart ache from missing him and the others so much. That however ended when he announced, in an almost 
childishly squealing sort of way, that Ariose Pandemonium had been signed and that they were going to start 
recording in San Francisco for their first studio album in a week. Then he asked the big question."Will you come 
along?" What's a girl to do? Well girl in my situation has to say the three letter word. 


| had to say yes, Jonny could always make me say what he wanted. Weak | know but inside, despite what | was 
feeling for him, | did want to go. | like moving around and | missed him, Derrick, Val, and Nicky desperately. 
Besides Myrna and Lynn didn’t really need me around, | guessed there would always just be that part of my 
tomboy self would never die, the part that felt more at home with the boys than the girls no matter what. So 
| quit my job at the zine and went along with my boys to the studio. And | loved every second of it, even with 
my hidden feelings for Jonny. | could stand my hidden love and function without falter, or at least | could until 


AP's third studio album came out and went platinum. 


When "Murder in the Fourth", came out and ushered in mass underground alternative (you'll never hear a good 
thing about that word from me) appeal things started changing. Not even things, one thing, one person, Jonny. 
He didn't become some egomaniacal asshole or anything, he didn't stop caring about his work or his friends. He 


just started going along with the rock and roll lifestyle in the worst way possible, at least for me. The first 


time was after a big concert (one thousand people was big for us anyway) and some fans got invited 
backstage. The meet and greet went okay, or it did, until Val, Derrick, Nicky and | were getting ready to leave 
and hang out at a bar when Jonny came over to us with some big-breasted Goth chick on one arm. My heart 
broke in two as my best friend, my secret love, announced that he and this ditz called Molly, were going back 
to the hotel. He told us to have a good time partying without him and then he left.with the whore. 


Needless to say my night out wasn't that great, in fact the guys cancelled it and we went back to the hotel. 
Val, Nicky, and Derrick already knew about my feelings for Jonny, and though they would never tell were 
always very sympathetic of how | was dealing with it all. | spent the night in Derrick's room with my head 
buried in his shirt and swearing into a sympathetic ear over how | hated Jonny and wanted to castrate him. | 
almost left after that, | avoided talking to him unless necessary for a week, but | didn't have the strength to 
make myself go. | was twenty-four years old and AP was my life. Worst of all as we went on he didn't stop 
picking chicks up and | never voiced my feelings over it to him. | was just the tomboy, or as Val nicknamed me, 
the Virago, and as that was my place | had no say in my best friends sex life. That's another thing about being 
the guys’ chick you blend in until all they see is another guy with a couple knobs on their chest and a set of 
proverbial balls. 


It Comes in the Night 


| think most of the problem problems of my story started the January before AP went in studio to begin 
work on studio album number four, or what our little group called the "big one". It was supposed to be Ariose 
Pandemonium's breakthrough album, the one that launched our brand of music into the mainstream, the path 
forger. At the same time | was dealing with my feelings for Jonny entering a bipolar state, bipolar meaning | 
wanted to hold him and at the same time gauge out his pretty little eyes. Before the question comes up | 
would like to say that, no; my feelings are not normally so fricking complicated, only with Jonny..and occasionally 
the bands Rancid and The Distillers. It's a long, long, story and it has to do with my loyalty and devotion being 
torn into between their separate front people.f you know punk rock then you know what l'm talking about if 


not then disregard this. 


Anyways we were still on tour, Florida at the time, awaiting management's orders on when to come in and 
which studio to report to. Ever since the Molly incident my passion for touring had been, shall we say, Tainted. 
| love being on the road, again maybe it's the New Yorker in me that never died but | have a certain fear of 
settling down.and no fear whatsoever of street corner hot dog venders, even the ones with crazy eyes and 
who can't speak good English. Rambling again, | know, but.ever since Jonny started up with the whole man- 
whore, rock star routine my moods on tour fluctuated wildly. For example if my best friend went back to our 
hotel in the car with me | was in Derrick's words "sweet as Mama's apple pie". Now if that situation was 
reversed to where Jonny leaves with the hottest chick to make it backstage and bang her in the room next to 
mine then | became, in Val's words "A god damn unbearable freaking bitch". | guess that made me a little 
predictable, still though | knew | wasn't alone in my disgust, Nicky, Val, and Derrick always made sure | knew 


that, especially Derrick. 


To Jonny, Derrick was the male version of me, and to me he was the gay version of my best friend. | adored 
Derrick. | absolutely, positively, with out a single doubt loved Derrick Not in the same way as Jonny, of course 
but he got that same idolization Jonny got in my heart only on a big brother level. And | knew Derrick felt the 
same way for me, often telling me | was Dana's stand in, and since | knew how the boy felt about his identical 
twin sister, that was a pretty big compliment. He would do anything for me, including room with me and keep 
me from committing double homicide on Jonny and his current fuck toy that were producing enough noise to 
make me stab the bedside Bible over and over again with my pen. | also think | was so tight with Derrick 
because we were on the same level when it came to how we felt about our sexes. As an overly rowdy and 
underly feminine woman | oft felt like a man trapped in a woman's body. It was completely vice versa for 


Derrick since he was gay. We were kindred except for the whole homosexuality thing. 


Yeah, | loved Derrick and the two of us, as we were both Jonny's best friends, were the two who felt the 
most anguish over his one-night stands. Not that the whole group didn’t frown upon it, because they did even 
Val, though we were all pretty sure the only reason Val didn't like it was because he wanted to be the one 
getting laid. Aside I'd like to say that | am very, very surprised that he didn't get more tail on the road, after 
all Val was most girls‘ fantasy. Platinum blonde hair, baby blue eyes, a killer six-pack, and one of those sexy 
James Dean faces with a constant five o'clock shadow. To top that off Val's full name was Valentino Amoretti. 


Valentino Amoretti, as in almost Valentine which means he is just naturally romantic and Amoretti, and who 


doesn't know what Amor means? | always though it would be Val we would have to ride about bringing home 
groupies. Just my luck though, it wasn't our bassist it was our frontman, my best friend, and my crush for 
what I'm guessing to be the better part of my life. 


It was just one of those nights, | guess, | was in my room with Derrick, practicing on a battered acoustic 
guitar when | reached a bad point. | was trying to perfect the unplugged version of "Ruby Soho" (you should 
know that it's a song by the band Rancid, so don't say | tried to copyright it off as mine) when it started 
coming through the walls. Derrick and | were halfway through the second chorus (| was Tim, Derrick was Lars) 
when that first erotic little moan broke through. The both of us stopped playing abruptly, our chords making 
that sharp and rude twang they tend to do when a pick scratches them too fast and in an awkward direction. 
Shortly after we stopped more sex sounds came through and my left eyebrow started that little twitching 
thing it does whenever | get pissed. | dropped my guitar, knowing that there was no way in hell | could stay in 


the room let alone keep playing. 


"Lexi." Derrick started in his pacifying tones as he did his best to calm me down. "Lexi what are you gonna do, 


honey?" 


"What I've been doing for the last eleven months," | retorted in no mood to be rice, even to my best totally 

platonic friend. | grabbed up the keys to my jeep, my red converses, and my battered jean shoulder bag that 
I'd had since | was twelve. | made a run for the door but turned back around within an instant to kiss Derrick 
on the cheek, | couldn't stand to feel his big sad brown eyes on my back all worried as | left. | smoothed back 


his shaggy auburn-red hair and gave him a reassuring smile. 


"You want me to come with you, sweetie?" he asked, still worried about me, as he would always be. Derrick 
grabbed my hand holding it against his face as he flashed an angry glance at the near vibrating wall. "I'll help 
you beat his ass and drop her body off somewhere, you know." 


That got me to grin despite the foul mood and | kissed him one more time. 


"Thanks, Der, but I'd rather just leave and not risk the prison time," | told him, my sarcastic attitude never 
left me, not even when | was hurting. "We both know you're far too pretty to live in the penal system without 


losing your virtue." 


He cracked a half smile and released me, looking a little more comfortable than beforehand. "Be careful,” he 


warned me as | turned to leave. 


"Relax, man, it's not Nicky at the wheel," | chuckled, opening the door and stepping out. | heard soft laughter as 
| closed the door, as | knew | would, it was along standing joke in our group about poor Nick having the driving 
savvy of a ninety year old woman He deserved it too; the dude had wrecked every car he'd owned with maybe 
the exception of the van the guys toured in before getting signed. That was mainly because Jonny, Val, Derrick, 
or anyone on the road crew had never let him get close to the steering wheel. 


Just as | stepped out of my and Derrick's room, | went by Val who was returning to his quarters with a six 


pack of pop under one arm. 


"Yo, Devlin!" he called tossing me a can as we passed by one another. | grinned as | caught the can with ease 
and looked at it. Cherry Coke, Val, for being the immature and hormonally knave he was had his moments. 
"Thanks, Vallee," | said flashing him the smile and a quick high-five before cracking open the can to take a long 


swig. 


He nodded before disappearing into his room, where l'm sure Ben, Danny, and Evan were already congregated. If 
the names seem familiar that's because | mentioned them earlier, they weren't in the Fearless Five but they 
were homies of, so of course when Ariose Pandemonium got signed the guys invited all our old friends to be 
their roadies. We had a few other people on crew anymore but Danny, Ben, and Evan were the three we were 
all tightest with. They were all also Val's poker buddies so you could find the lot of them staked out in his 
bunk or hotel room almost every evening playing for things like junk-food or crap like that. It was just a guess 
but the coke was probably Vallee's currency for that evening. 


| shook my head, smiling nonetheless as | stepped onto the elevator, forgetting for a few moments on how 
upset | was that the man | loved was having sex with someone else. | made it all the way to the jeep before | 
started the little heavy breathing thing | do to keep my eyes from running over. It is a well-known fact 
amongst my friends that Lexi does not cry. Not even when someone's breaking her heart into a million little 


pieces. None of my friends had ever seen me cry in fact, except for one time..and that was in a dire striate. 


| sat in my car, in the parking lot, for maybe five or ten minutes forcing myself to breathe and shove back 
my tears. Once | had control of myself | very calmly started the engine up and pulled out onto the still 
Floridian highway, away from the Holiday Inn, and more importantly away from Jonny. 


| liked driving; | was a really good motorist compared to most of the guys | knew. Out of all my friends | was 
the one with the lowest number of tickets and the only one who had not been in an accident yet. To me the 
feeling of a smooth road under my wheels was a glorious one, almost as sweet as nailing a good power chord. 
Add the open road by a Florida coastline under a full moon, then you've got the perfect recipe for Lexi 
serenity. | followed the empty path up the way, beside the white sand glimmering in the moonlight, my radio 
blasting tunes off the Hawthorne Heights CD I'd bought just a few days before hand, and my hair billowing 
loose in the wind. | was okay driving, | was going to be okay regardless, but the fact that | could forget the 
bitterness in my heart at all was an indescribably sweet solace | could find only in two other places. And since 
| hadn't brought my guitar with me and | knew Jonny wasn't alone | continued along that empty stretch of 
highway until the sun set fire to the ocean at daybreak 


*Later* 
"Hey Lexi, you wanna get up?" came Nicky's voice as he prodded my ribs with his bony forefinger. 
| moaned and swatted his hand away and cursing at him. Regardless | sat up, stretching, yawning, and licking my 


rather dry lips. As | opened my eyes | felt myself sigh at my stupid habits. By the looks of the bright world 


around me it was late morning or early afternoon and | had slept in my car in the parking lot of our hotel, not 


exactly a first for me, even when | wasn't mad at Jonny. | was very glad | had had the common sense to park 
beneath a tree though, sleeping in a jeep in Florida during the day was not a good thing for a pasty individual 
such as myself. In fact | would have been far more irritable than before and l'm not sure my friends would 


have been able to deal with that. 


"Good, you're not dead," Nicky joked as | rubbed my eyes. A grin spread across his olivine Greco-Roman 
features and he patted me on the back. "| was afraid | was gonna have to tell your mom bad news and we all 


know how | hate to upset the lovely lady." 


| snorted with a sleep heavy voice, catching the gist of the subliminal joke. My mother hated my friends, 
particularly Nicky and Derrick. The bitch didn’t like Derrick because of the whole gay thing; she seemed to have 
the idea that me being around him had transformed me into a lesbian, her theory on why she didn't have any 
fucking grandkids. Never mind that Tony was like four years my senior and the bastard had yet to bring a 
serious lady friend home. l'm not all that sure on why she hated Nick, maybe because she and his mom were 
like sworn enemies or shit like that. All | know is that Cristina treated me really nice so | thought my mom 
should have the same fucking consideration for Nick. Of course my mother was nothing more than a faded out 
beauty queen turned embittered real estate agent. It was the cheerleader in her, | reasoned, that kept Maria 
from being a decent human being. And the botox injections, | blamed those as well. | never knew what a guy as 


nice and easy-going as my father ever saw in the woman. 


"Hey, shit head," | croaked, awareness returning to me en mass. | was one of those people who could go on 


forever without sleep and yet never develop insomnia or anything like that. "What time is it?" 


"Nine," he told me before handing over an ice cold water bottle which | accepted gratefully. He continued to 


speak even as | swilled down its contents. "When did you leave, Lexi? When did you get back?" 


“Around two," | told him breathlessly after | wiped my mouth. "Parked at five." | looked up at the hotel. "What's 


going on in there? Did his little screw-thing leave yet?" 


Nicky nodded and put his arm about my shoulders. "Whore limped out around three," he sighed. My friend 
cracked a dirty sort of grin. “I'm starting to think that our dear little Jonny is either so big down there that 


they all have trouble walking away or he's either really violent in bed" 


| rolled my eyes but couldn't help but giggle at the comment. Despite how my heart ached for Jonny | could 
always laugh about him, a perk from my bipolarity. Besides | had been thinking the same thing for awhile now, 
only | hadn't been laughing so much about the big part. That part.well that's private info. 


"So did Derrick make you come get me?" | asked. 


"Well he mentioned you were sleeping in your car but other than that and throwing me the water to douse on 
your head in case you were stubborn in getting up..no," Nicky said as he opened the door for me and pulled me 
out. | pocketed my keys, stuffing them into the cargos | had been wearing since the morning beforehand. | 


wrinkled my nose up at my creased and dirty clothes. | needed a shower. 


As if he was reading my mind Nicky reached over and tugged at my black tank top that bore a stain from the 
previous night's Chinese food we'd all eaten before their show. | think I'd had garlic chicken and shrimp fried 


rice. 


"I think someone needs a washing, don't they?" he asked slinging an arm over my shoulders as we walked back 


up into the hotel we were lodging at. 


"Only a little one," | sighed looping an arm around his waist. "Do tell me that Derrick was just getting out of his 


when he talked to you. | don't think we've got time to wait, aren't we scheduled out at noon?" 


"I believe we are," he told me as the two of us stepped onto the elevator letting it carry us back up to the 
fourth floor. Nicky and | separated in the middle of the hallway; he was in the room opposite Derrick and 
myself. The door to our room was unlocked, not that I'd had any doubts it wouldn't be, and upon entering | 
found Derrick perching on his side of the bed, phone up to his ear. He looked up with concerned brown eyes 
but | could see joy brimming behind that, and | had one guess to why that was. 


"Hey," he greeted me in a low voice as he covered the mouthpiece of the receiver. "You feeling better, babes?" 


| gave him a smile and a reassuring nod before asking the question | pretty much already knew the answer to. 


"Who you talking to, Der?" 


Derrick grinned with elation he was trying not to let overflow. "Josh," he said letting out a little squeal 
nonetheless as he named his steady boyfriend for the last two years. 


| smiled happy for the joyful gleam in my friend's eyes. | loved Josh he was really fun to hang with plus he 
was the only person | knew who could make Derrick squeal, always a comical thing. And FYI | meant laughter 
squealing so don't get any ideas, as much as | loved Josh and Derrick and totally support their lifestyle | do not 
ask questions about their sex life. Though in public, when they kiss, hold hands, and walk together, | admittedly 
find it entirely adorable. 


"Hi, Joshy!" | called across the room as Derrick moved his hand off the receiver. Derrick laughed and told me, 
"He says hi back, Lexi!" while | rummaged through my travel bag for more clothes. | grabbed the necessities 
before running in the bathroom for whole relaxing fifteen minutes. | was a clean person but | refused to scrub 


my skin raw for an hour like most of my friends did. 


Getting out of the shower | glanced at myself in the mirror hanging above the sink. Despite the fact that | 
was a tomboy and was supposed to have a "who gives a fuck" attitude over my appearance, | couldn't help but 
to scrutinize what | saw. There wasn't anything noteworthy about me. | had small breasts, | wasn't deflated or 
anything but | always thought of myself as whippy with wide hips and a flat butt. There was nothing really 
special about my face, | had an okay nose, an okay mouth (with an awesome lip ring in the right corner), and 
totally unremarkable except for the vivid blue and green eyes | got from my dad. The only real parts of my 
body that | felt any pride for were the many tattoos covering my upper arms and back. | had some henna 


patterns, tribal symbols and many other random etchings inked into my skin. My favorites, however, were the 
fiery number five on my left arm and the Ariose Pandemonium emblem, a half devil half angel lady holding a 


guitar, surrounded by the boys' names on my right. | looked like your average punk rocker roadie girl. 


| frowned and pushed back my wet black and violet hair, wondering when we would next get time to go shopping 
so that | could pick up some dye. Not even a week with these colors and | was already itching to change it. l'm 
one of those punks whose hair color changes with their mood. I've had just about every color poured over my 
eternally straight hair, (except pink, | hated the color pink) and | was always looking for something new. Jonny 
had been the same way until he'd decided to simply keep it black and play with colored gels instead. 


When | finally came out of the bathroom, dressed and what little makeup | wore in place, | found Derrick off 
the phone, both our bags packed, and laying on the bed. He winked at me when | gave him an appreciative smile 
and threw my shoulder bag back on before grabbing up my duffels and guitar. | was a rather sparse human 
being. Derrick followed me and we made our way down to the tour bus. Everyone was there waiting with the 
exception of one. 


"Where the fuck is Jonny, Lexi?" Brett, our tour manager and another childhood friend, asked me impatiently. 


| gave him one of my more dangerous looks, one that told him to watch how he talked to me. | didn't care if I'd 
played with him on the jungle gym or not, I'd still fuck the dude up and he knew it. 


"Like | know," | snapped tossing my bags into the nearest corner. "Last time | checked | was the guitar tech, not 


his baby-sitter" 


"Well could you run up and see what's taking him so long, please?" he asked impatiently yet respectfully, 
showing me that he'd caught the warning. "We need to get going." 


"Ah, Christ!" | swore laying my guitar down on the bus table. "I haven't even had breakfast and it's already 
starting.” 


Val, smart aleck as always, handed me a Krispy Kreme as | started back out the portal. | took it then smacked 
him upside the head for being a smart-ass. | practically inhaled the cream filled pastry on the elevator ride, 
letting the sugary sweetness in, calming me down. | have no idea why but that's just the effect that sugar has 
on me. | am probably the only person | know that if given junk food they go into a docile state. OF course the 


calmness fled when | found myself before Jonny's door. 


"Yo, Jon!" | called rapping on his door hard with my knuckles, the sharpness quieting my muscles and giving me 


control over them. "Jon! Are you even up yet, you loser?" 


| paused, listening and waiting for an answer. When none came within the period of five seconds I'd allotted | let 


out a groan and threw open the door. An empty and neat room waited on the other side. 


"Jonny?" | called for him again, frowning at the sight of the placid bedroom. "Jon?" | shivered and looked over 
my shoulder, feeling eyes on my back; there was nothing there besides the wall. | shook my head at myself 


and moved toward the slightly ajar bathroom door. 


"Hey Jon!" | was shouting by then, starting to get agitated with him. "Jonathan P. Blackheart, you better get 
your skinny little ass out here right-" 


"Hello, Lexi!" Jonny purred devilishly putting his rather cold hands on my neck and abdomen as he grabbed me 
from behind. 


| let out a shriek as my best friend laughed and swung me about. 


| scared you! | scared youl Ha ha ha ha ha-Ouchie!" his chant was cut a little short as | broke free and 
smacked him upside the head. Love of my life or not I'd still beat on the guy..that also might have been 


another reason to hit him considering the way he'd been acting at the time. 


"What in the hell is wrong with you?!" | demanded hands on my hips as | glared at him. "Are you stupid or are 


you just suicidal?!" And | whacked him one more time. 
"Hey, sorry it was just too good to pass up," he chuckled even as he rubbed his ear. 
| continued to scowl, a mask for the pool of jelly my insides had become when | met his verdant eyes. 


| could never think of Jonny as anything less than handsome but | could also never bring myself to view him 
as gorgeous. He had a nice body (I liked lithe guys over hard muscled and washboard abs) and a nice face, his 
features lean, almost hungry, with a supple mouth accented by two rings at each corner of his lower lip. Jonny 
was pale as well, not as pale as me of course but he had an enviously larger amount of tattoos covering his 
form. | guess beauty was in the eye of the beholder but truth be told I'd never cared about what he'd looked 
like, I'd fallen in love with Jonny's soul. He was a brilliant poet, a beautiful singer, an awesome screamer, funny 
as hell, and an all around decent human being despite the one thing, which anymore is hard to find in the world. 
Besides there was a consensus between Dana Mara, Lynn, and myself that Val was the hottest of my male 
friends. 


"So what do you think?" he asked with a grin, pointing to the green gelled cones that he'd styled his hair into 
for the day. 


"I think you should get your bags and come on," | said. 
"Lexil" he wailed stomping his foot like a little boy, a habit he hadn't rid himself of since childhood. "Come on!" 


| rolled my eyes and reached up to grab him by his fuzzy chin, the only part of his face that bore facial hair 


and looked his hair over. | poked one and was startled to find it very solid. 


"Boy, what have you put in it now?" | asked raising an eyebrow at him. "Please don't tell me that you mixed 


glue in the color gel solution again" 


"No, | think | learned my lesson from the last time | did that," he said with a roll of the eyes. "It's styling putty 


in Gecko Green. You like?" 
"| feigned a thoughtful face for a few moments and tweaked a cone one last time. 


Is beautiful,” | told him with a pat on the cheek. "Now, would you come on? Brett's about to soil himself if 


we don't leave soon." 


Jonny made a face and grabbed his own shoulder back and pack which | hoisted his duffel bag onto my 


shoulder. 


"Dude, it isn't even ten-thirty,” he said as we trotted down for the elevator. "| mean we don't need to be on 


the road till noon What's his deal?" 
"Like | know," | said with a derisive snort. "Like | keep saying, | am only the guitar tech." 


"Well | think he's sexually frustrated," Jonny said with a suggestive wiggle of his studded eyebrows as the 
elevator doors dinged and rolled open. We stepped in and Jonny gave me a little prod in the ribs. "Wouldn't you 


agree, Lexi?" 
"Like | fucking know," | retorted with a shrug. 


‘Ooh, it sounds like my little Lexi is a little deprived in the physical intimacy department too, isn't she?" he 
chuckled. 


No one will ever understand the kind of pain that went through me, as he said that, no one. | longed to scream 
at him, to tell him off, make him hurt the way he'd just hurt me. | bit down on my tongue, though, missing 
my piercing by a few inches, to keep from doing just that and push down the well starting to form behind my 


eyes. How is it someone you love so much could hurt cut you open so deep? 


Jonny, obviously sensing he'd said something less then kosher quickly putting an arm around my waist pulling 
me into his side. Something that served to fuck me up all that much more. | quivered at the feeling of his arm 
aground me, at the thought that less than an inch of fabric was separating our skin. And | bled inside knowing 
how he'd never feel the way | did and from wanting him so bad. 


"Hey," Jonny said patting my side and hugging me tighter. "Lexi, sweety, are you okay?" 


| looked up into his big evergreen eyes and suddenly felt the ball of anger and remorse ebb out. My nerves 
quieted as he looked me with concern and friendly adoration Despite what he did to my heart, his tortures, 
despite how bad | wanted to be the one he was taking back to his room on lonely nights, | remembered that 
Jonny was my best friend and that he loved me and vice versa. Even if he wasn't my lover Jonny was my 


best friend and he would do just about anything for me as | would for him. How could | ever stay mad at him? 


Especially when he didn't know he was hurting me. 


‘Im fine, you dork," | said giving his nose a tweak. "What's with you acting all sensitive and shit? You're starting 


to act like Josh." 


Jonny contorted his features in and obnoxious way sticking his tongue out at me and showing off the really big 


stud he'd gotten when we were like seventeen. 


Suddenly the doors opened to the outside world and |, being my usual evil self, pushed my best friend off of 
me and sprinted out while shouting! "Last one on the bus is a rotten egg!" 


Jonny let out a growl as he recovered his balance and shot off after me. "You rat!" he shouted trying to 
catch up with me. We ignored the glares coming from hotel personnel and raced neck and neck for the bus 
pushing at one another as we did. | won the race, mostly because | wasn't weighted down like he was but also 
because | was just way faster. | didn't really care about winning though, all | cared about was the fact that | 
was reassured no matter how many sluts and tramps came along | was the only girl Jonny was himself with, 


that was a precious thing | realized And right then, at that moment in time, it was enough for me. 


My Eyes Inside 


If | haven't mentioned this before one of the biggest reasons I'm a punk like | am, an individual like | am, is my 
dad, Alexander Devlin. | was pretty close to the old man; I'd even go as far as to call myself a daddy's girl 
under some circumstances. It wasn't because my dad necessarily spoiled me; at least | never thought he did. 
Dad treated me just like he treated Tony, granted out of the two of us | was the one yelled at least, but 
that's only because my brother was a total moron as | believe I've pointed out at prior points in this tale. No, | 
was never the favorite, | was the baby not the favorite and the big reason | consider myself a daddy's girl is 
because unlike my mother my father loved and supported me without question, and shared the gift of music. 


My dad wasn't all "Hell Yeah!" and devil horns, he didn't wear a lot of black and ride a Harley, and the only 
earring he ever had he stopped wearing shortly after he married, Ariel (my mom). My dad was the last 
person you'd expect to like punk rock, he was tall, well groomed, prompt, soft spoken, and extremely polite, the 
perfect bank manager. There was no way any of his clients would guess that he'd come home on the weekends 
and take his kids out to tribute band concerts in the local park, or head bang to Ozzy in our mini-van while 
dropping Tony and | off at school. But that's exactly the type of guy he was, my dad loved all things rock but 
he always had a certain soft spot for bands like The Cure, The Misfits, The Sex Pistols, and of course The 
Ramones. And Daddy passed that soft spot right along onto me. 


The T-shirt | was wearing the day | met Jonny, in fact, had been something my father had bought for me at 
a concert he'd went to right before we moved. | wasn't allowed to got to big concerts, my dad was a very 
good parent though at the time | was so mad you wouldn't have gotten me to admit it. He was more than 
supportive of me when | showed interest in the rock scene from when | learned to skateboard in second grade 
to the guitar training that started in third. My father would have bought the guitar for me if my mother 
hadn't threatened him with divorce if he carried that out, which is why | saved lunch money up for two years. 
Though dad did slip me extra lunch money over that time period and once | did get hold of it he put his foot 
down and insisted | get proper instruction. They didn't speak for like two weeks, but neither Dad nor | cared. 
My father was the most awesome man | ever knew and in many, many, ways | saw the warmth and support 
that echoed in Dad inside of Jonny. | guess that's why | fell for him, Jonny reminded me of the only family | 
had that ever cared about me and the music. As we rolled down that Florida interstate though, on our way to 
sunny Orlando, and what | was sure to be an unbearable groupie-fest, | felt those qualities that enamored me 


so with Jonny Blackheart waning. 


"So what do you think of this one?" Derrick asked me as he strummed on his guitar. He, Jonny, and myself 
were going over tabs extra songs and tabs that needed to be culled for when we went to the studio. There 
were a lot of good things the guys had amassed in the last year and a half since releasing their last aloum 
and we were all excited to make demos and complete the polishing process. 


"| told you tablature and lyrics eight were keepers already, Der," | told him as | marked the paired songs and 


lyrics down in a notebook for us to recheck. 


"Are you sure?" Derrick asked, the critic in him seemed to be itching that day. "It sounds so..imperfect.” 


"Derrick, it's not even a demo!" Jonny moaned throwing a wad of paper at his head. "It's not supposed to be 


perfect, you freaking loser!" 
"But | want it to bel" Derrick wailed. 


| simply laughed and shook my head at them both. This was how you could separate the great song writing 
teams from the slackers; the great ones bickered amongst themselves like cats and dogs. | wouldn't mention 


that to my friends though, in case fangs got bared my way. 


"Dude, who wants a pop?" | asked instead, hoping up out of the booth where | was sitting next to Jonny as we 
did the review. | didn't listen to what they had to say; | just came back with two cherry cokes and a diet lime 
coke. The diet went to Derrick, gay men, | had learned over the years, were as bad about obsessing over their 
figures as teenage girls were. Jonny and | on the other hand could give a fuck less and we voiced that by 


drinking all the sugary soda pop and eating all the greasy junk food we could lay our paws on 


"So how early has lord Brett got us coming into Orlando?" Jon asked after a few moments of peaceful sipping 


and reflection | shrugged cluelessly, one of my more normal motions. 


"A couple of hours,” Derrick sighed. He had an all too familiar wistfulness to his eyes and both Jomy and | 


could tell his mind was in California. 


"So what did Josh have to say?" | asked hoping to uplift his spirits Derrick was one of those rare people who 
actually did feel better talking about his inner emotions. Maybe if | was more like him I'd have been less of a 


bitch. 

Derrick's eyes lit up and he grinned. 

"He got promoted," he told us with a grin. "My baby is now officially the head manager of the Slater Malls 
Alternativo Record store in San Francisco!" He made the little squealing noise he only did when his boyfriend 
was mentioned. 

"Dude, that's awesome,” Jonny said. For heterosexual males, Val, Nicky, Jonny, and our other crew people were 
very supportive of Derrick. | think, that was what | liked most about my friends, they were loud mouthed, 
prone to dumbness, and immature but they were good tolerant human beings and as far as | was or am 
concerned that made up for many of their flaws. 

"Yeah," | agreed. "How much is he making now? Twelve and hour?" 


"Shit, dude, you've officially got a sugar-daddy!" Jonny said leaning back in his seat. 


Derrick giggled. "I'll be sure to mention that when we go home," he said. Derrick let out a melancholy sort of 


sigh. "Man | miss him so bad. | wish he'd come on tour with us just once in awhile.” 


‘Oh, Der, you know he wants to be around you more but he does like his job," | reminded my friend patting his 
wrist sympathetically. "Besides, what would he do here when you had to play or go to meetings?” 


"Yeah," Jonny chimed in, coming to back me as always. "He'd get all bored sitting around here and having no 


purpose." 


"Yeah, | guess you're right," Derrick sighed again. His eyes glinted just a bit devilishly. "Besides, absence makes 
the reunion all that much more sweeter, no?" And he winked before setting down his guitar and trotting up 


the isle into the bathroom. 
"Well that was a TMI," | said before | took a drink and Jonny shivered melodramatically. 


"So what's on the agenda for you tonight, Lexi?" Jonny asked me after a few moments of looking over my 


notebook. 


"You mean after the show?" | asked looking at my best friend through the corner of my eye. "Not much, 
why?" 


Jonny shrugged. "I just thought maybe we were all going out or something," he said flipping his pop tab around 
on the tabletop. "We haven't done that in forever." 


"Well | doubt anyone'll be doing shit this evening," | told him trying to hide my smile caused by his almost 
childish boredom. "We're probably not gonna get out till neat midnight again if that. And you know all anyone 


wants to do after that is shower, eat, and sleep." 


"And considering tomorrow's a free day that'll be all that goes on," Jonny said almost pouting down at his 


hands. "Dammit, I'm gonna be bored as fuck!" he wailed. 


"Oh, please," | said giving him a push. "You, bored? It never lasts, you'll get yourself into something, fucktard, 
ya always do." 


Jonny made a noise and continued to pout. Suddenly though his face brightened and | saw a gleam in his eyes 
that filled me with both wariness and excitement. My best friend was one of those people who got a weird, 


recognizable look when he was plotting. 


"Whatever it is no," | said holding up my index fingers in a cross-position as if he were a vampire. "You're 


planning something, Jon, | know you, and | know | probably won't like it." 


"But Lexi!" he whined grabbing my wrists and playfully forcing down my hands. "You haven't even heard what | 
have to say yet!" 


"You're saying it so | don't need to," | retorted crisply, managing to pull one arm away and smack Jonny on top 


of his coned head. 
"Ugh! That hurts!" he chuckled continuing to grapple with me. "God, Lexi, why are you so mean to me?" 


"Best friend's privilege," | replied breaking free to smack him on the cheek that time. "Ask Der and Vallee, | 


smack them around twice as much!" 


He laughed rubbing his cheek. "You bitch!" he exclaimed before tackling me and sending us both to the floor of 
the bus. | yelped as we grappled and | struggled for dominance, Jonny got lucky and landed on top of me and 
since he was heavier and stronger he was pretty much in control. That was unless | decided to play dirty and 
slam my knee between his legs, which | would never do, at least not to Jonny. | would and did stoop low enough 
to grab onto one of his heavily pierced earlobes with my teeth. Jonny squealed like a five-year-old girl but 


didn't jerk, a smart thing considering all his earrings. 
"Dude, Lexi, spit that out!" Nicky's voice exclaimed. At once | let go as Jonny and | both looked over in the 
direction of our drummer. Nicky rolled his eyes at us along with a smile hiding Derrick and a somewhat 


disheveled looking Val. 


"Yeah, man," Val said voice still thick and coated from sleep. He was big for sleeping and only sleeping on the 


tour bus, mostly because he didn't know when to give up at poker. "You don't know where that's been 
| giggled and acted like | was spitting and gagging while Jonny stuck his tongue out. 

"It tastes like Arby's!" | said feigning to vomit. 

"Oh to hell with you too, Devlin!" Jonny said pushing me around some more. 


"Okay, okay, break it up!" Derrick said gesticulating for us to move apart. "Jon you look like a rapist, Lexi..you 


look willing.” 


Both Jonny and | laughed though inwardly | was swearing at Derrick and | plotted vengeance on him for later 


that evening. In the meantime Jonny got up off me and helped me up. 


"Okay," | said dusting off my jeans. "What were you going to suggest to combat your boredom tomorrow, 


cause God knows you won't leave me alone till you spill it” 
‘Oh now I'm not sure if | want to tell you," he said turning his nose up at me and crossing his arms. 


"Okay," | said hiding my smile and starting to sit back down 

"All right, All right, I'll tell youl" he rushed to say and grabbing me by the arm, as | knew he would do. 
Sometimes | got the feeling | was too close to that boy for my own good. "Let's go to that big outdoor mall 
tomorrow, make a day out of it. All of us." He added that last sentence as he looked over at Derrick, Val, and 


Nicky. 


Now as | had known all four of these men since they were quite close to post toddler | had some very good 
ideas of what their reactions would be. Nicky, never a big fan of shopping, would groan and say to hell with the 
entire thing. Val being the lazy late night, poker playing, SOB that he was, would complain of it being to early 
and he needed to stay at the hotel to catch up on his sleep. Derrick however would react in a completely 
opposite fashion and suggest we all get up at down to go grab a big breakfast. And as always | would be the 


tiebreaker. 
"Man, no way!" Nicky immediately held up his hands. "I am so not going shopping with you guys." 


"Yeah, man," Val agreed as planned. "You and Der are like high school girls: once we get you in we can't get you 
out, and frankly I'd rather not have to put up with that when | could be sleeping.’ 


"Oh, come on guys!" Derrick said, eyes bright with enthusiasm. "It'll be totally fun! We can get breakfast, shop 


around, catch a movie; we'll have a spifftacular time! Come one!" 
"Nol" Nick and Val both exclaimed. "So not!" 

"So yes!" Jonny and Derrick retorted 

Nick and Val gave out frustrated sighs in unison before Nicky looked at me and with sharp hazel eyes. 
"What do you think, Virago?" he asked "We've got a two to two here, babes, you're the deciding vote" 


Sometimes it really scarred me on how well | knew those four and their habits. It was borderline eerie and 


cute altogether. 


Since | am a self-described tomboy and group acclaimed virago naturally the last thing that | am is a mall 
floater. | was and still am not a big buyer, | have like three pairs of shoes in total, and to this day you have to 
drag me kicking and screaming to get me leave the house for any sort of wardrobe defining shopping. Still 
though, | did love to hang out at the mall every once in awhile, do a little browsing and occasionally cause 
enough havoc in the GAP to get thrown out until the tour swings around next trip around. | also wasn't 
relishing hanging around the hotel like a lizard. Besides, | reasoned, we didn't just have to ship there were sure 


to be a thousand things we could do in Orlando. | measured all of this out in my head before casting my vote. 


"| say we go out," | said, biting down on my lower lip, as expected Jonny and Derrick exclaimed in victory while 
the other two groaned. | interrupted all four. "But-" I said loudly, breaking through their voices. All of my 


friends looked at me. 


"But," | continued when | was sure that | had all of their attentions. "I say we wait to go until later in the 
afternoon so we can sleep and grab brunch. And-" | looked pointedly at Jonny and Derrick, "we only shop for 
part of the day. | don't know about you all but | am not going to spend my entire day off in Hot Topic or 
Barnes and Noble." 


"Amen," Val and Nick sighed as Jonny and Derrick nodded their heads with grudging fairness. 


"Okay, it's settled, tomorrow we chill, shop, eat, and do anything else that pops into our demonic little heads," | 
chuckled leaning back as | perched on the table's edge. 


"Ooh, looks like somebody's planning to get themselves banned from the GAP again," Val laughed running a hand 
through his feathered platinum locks. 


| only grinned. 
"You're hopeless, you know that?" Jonny told me as he grabbed me about the shoulders with one lithe arm. 
| snorted putting up my sarcastic fagade as | almost shivered at the casual brush of his skin against mine. 


"Hey man, don't look at me, this was your idea," | reminded him with a nudge. "If it weren't for you Jonny 


Blackheart | wouldn't get into half the shit I've gotten in over the years, you dilhole." 


"Oh please!" Jonny exclaimed ruffling my hair. "You were always the brains of the operation, Devlin, and you 


know it!" 
"True," | finally relented. "You really were never that bright, were you, Jon-Jon?" 


Jonny stuck his tongue out at me and | hit him in the ribs before he started wrestling with me again. Once 
more we ended up falling to the ground, smacking and pushing at one another like we did as kids. Play fighting 
was something that none of us had ever outgrown and Derrick, Val, and Nicky reminded me of that by jumping 
in the fray to create a dog pile. 


| never knew how good | had it back then, before | started having feelings for Jonny, before | grew up, before 
innocence left me, left us. You can't replace the carefree emotions you have as a kid once you pass that line 
of realization, the one separating the child in you from the adult that's going to be. In that mass of bodies on 
the floor my hair was pulled, | was stepped on, and | got poked in the eye, still every bit of physical 
aggravation was worth the feeling | got when | was tangled up in my four best friends. There were just five of 
us in the world, just like when we were children, rolling about like puppies in a basket. Feelings of individual love 
and lust dissolved in the circle we made so that all we could see were the faces we'd become so attached to 
since near infancy. Next to return of innocence that would never come that is the best sort of feeling that 
you can ever have. | almost shed a tear when Brett told us we had arrived in Orlando and we needed to stop 


rocking the fucking bus. 


Peace of Mind 


Despite the fact that | never did anything with it, | could never find it in myself to give up playing the guitar. 
What | mean is, even though | never did anything to forge a career with it, | never stopped playing my beloved 
Fender. | don't know why that is, really, either, | was told by at least a hundred people from the time | was a 
junior in high school | should stop standing behind the guys and go form something on my own. | could have 
done it too, | did have talent (again I'm not trying to be vain l'm just reciting things I've been told) and | did 
love playing, and | was one of those rare true musicians who could and would put their grief, their love, their 
anguish into the chords of the instrument to make it sound like their soul felt. | loved playing, | wanted nothing 
more at times than to spend the rest of my life with a guitar in my hand on a solo stage, but there was 
always just this something..like an invisible rope constantly holding me back. You'd never guess that, though, 
when concert time came around and | could be seen onstage tuning Derrick's Les Paules on stage. 


"Hey, Ben, you wanna adjust that?" | asked our front of house sound tech as | stood on stage before the 
audience as | played with the chords on Derrick's ax, it was about ten minutes before the guys took the stage. 


"Right Lexi!" he shouted, already going over the many dials on his big ass mixing board. 


As Ben turned dials | looked over our rather large crowd as they jumped up and down, throwing up devil horns 
while they screamed "Ariose" at the top of their lungs. | shivered from the electric charge that the room was 
filling with. | loved live gigs, all of us on the crew did. In Jonny's words there was "Nothing in the fucking world 
than playing for a roomful of fanatical shrieking little hoodlums". | agreed wholeheartedly. 


"Okay, Lex, try it again!" Ben called to me. 


| made no reply, no signal of any sort, | simply put my fingers in the appropriate places, bringing out my pick, a 
battered rather battered piece of plastic that had once belonged to Jade Puget (Jonny had caught it for me at 
an AFI concert we'd attended some time back). As | was a bit of a show off | looked out over the audience, the 
front most people in any case, and flashed my tongue piercing with a devilish grin Seconds later | leapt in the 
air as high as | could, which was pretty high considering | used to be in gymnastics until | was in college. Midair 
| broke into AP's most popular single off their last album, The Voices, a number called "Mysts". | railed the 
tabs out as | continued with show-offy high kicks and jumps, my entire focus on the blood rushing in my 
eardrums and the feeling of the strings beneath my calloused fingertips. The crowd exploded in one solid cheer 
when | landed for the last time, my face turning a little pink from both pride and the effort put into those 


kicks and jumps. 


"Its sounds fine now, Ben!" | called to him as | sat down Derrick's Les Paules. | gave a thumbs up before 
rushing backstage, my work was done for the moment, though my heart still continued to trill within my 
chest. | wasn't in the wings for five seconds before a familiar arm closed around my shoulders. 


"Well, well, someone was sure giving the audience a show out there, weren't they?" Val chuckled, smiling down 


at me with a wry grin on his near girlishly pouty lips. He reached up to ruffle my ponytail. "You looked like you 


were having a blast. Maybe we should tell Derrick to take the night off and let you rail in his place, heh?" 


| laughed and pushed his arm off me while simultaneously ruffling his blonde and blue wisps. Val had just dyed 
his hair that afternoon after practice and you could really tell it was a self done job because it was messy as 
hell. Of course, | was pretty sure that that was Val's intention in the first place. 


‘Oh yeah, let's do that really," | scoffed rolling my eyes at him. "Never mind | have no stage presence, or half 
of Der's talent." 


Val made a face and began to reprimand my negative attitude but, lucky for me, before he could get more 


than a rather huffy "Lex" out Derrick, Nicky, and Jonny came shouting down the hall. 


"All right, who's ready to rock?!" Jonny shouted jumping up and down as the four of them waited for Evan to 
announce them. He grabbed me by the arms, forcing me to mimic him, something | complied to with little 
reservation. We really were just a bunch of overgrown kids, the whole lot of us, as are most true punk 


rockers. 
"I am, | aml" | giggled in a comical falsetto as Jonny stopped jumping and threw an arm around my shoulders. 


"How did it play during sound check?" Derrick asked me, referring of course, to his guitar that | had tuned 


onstage just moments beforehand. 


"Is ace dude," | assured him, reaching out to pat my friend on the back. "You doubt my skills? Jeez, Der, I've 
only been doing this job for like five years now!" 


Derrick stuck out his tongue. 


"And Danny told me to tell you he's put your new sticks under your drum stool," | relayed the message from 
drum tech to drummer, eyes switching fast to Nicky. "He also said that if you break these ones before three 
weeks is up, he's going to shove the broken pieces up your scrawny ass." Nicky immediately made a yelping 


noise and grabbed his rear end. 


"Well he did warn you about that," Jonny pointed out to Nick. "Really, dude, what's the point of breaking them 
at the end of the concert?" 


Its art, man," Nicky defended himself, shoving strands of his rather floppy Mohawk back from his eyes. "It 


signifies the impact that our music has on the industry as a whole." 


"You are such a drama queen," the four of us said to him in unison Nicky held up his middle finger, starting to 


say something but he was fortunately interrupted as Evan's voice came across the amplifiers. 


"And now what you've all been waiting for!" he shouted into the microphone. ""Put your fucking hands together 
for the one, the only, ARIOSE PANDIMONIUM! Fuck yeah!" The room exploded in screams and applause that | 


joined in with. 


"Break a leg, you bitches!" | told them, throwing my arms around each guy's neck really quick before they 
went out on stage. Jonny was last, the singer usually has a delay when it comes to appearance at most shows, 


and before I'd even reached out my arms he'd swept me up to plant a kiss on my cheek. 


‘Love ya, Lexi," he whispered in my ear as he squeezed. | became lightheaded and not just from my best friend 
trying to mash the air out of my lungs. 


"Love you too, Jon-Jon," | managed to whispered back softly, knowing he would never understand just how deep 


their meaning ran inside of me. 


All to soon the moment | had in his arms was over and Jonny had sat me back down on the ground. Our arms 
disengaged one another and he flashed me a grin before leaping out onto the stage to the joy of adoring fans. | 
watched him go before slipping a few feet back out of sight to collapse against the wall, breathing heavily. How 
can he have such an effect on me? | wondered, pressing my back against the cold yellow cement. | pinched my 
arm hard, the pain clearing my senses as | stood, shaking my head. My arms crossed over my breasts tightly 
as | turned, swearing at my feminine emotions and myself. Of all the guys in the world it could have been 


Nicky, Val, Ben, Danny, even Derrick, and | was in love with my Jonny, my best friend. 


"Son of a fucking bitch," | cursed under my breath as | pushed back my sweat soaked bangs and headed 
further into the back, into the dressing room. 


I'm not all that sure why, I'll say beforehand though | probably got it from my mom, but when | get in the 
right sort of foul mood, | get all neat freakish and have to clean. Lucky for me, my friends often gave me 
plenty to do. Guys often tend to be absolute slobs, and the guys | lived with were no exception, except maybe 
Derrick, he was one of the most stereotypical gay men you would ever meet. He was cleanly, he liked to wear 
makeup (of course so did Jonny), was fond of the colors pink and violet, and he loved to shop. It was no 
surprise to me when | went back into the dressing room and found while everybody else's stations were pell- 


mell, Derrick's was spotless. | truly loved that guy. 


| busied myself by cleaning up the snack table, organizing the mirror counter, all while listening to the music 
my friends were making a few feet away. | banged my head and even sang along as | tidied the room up. That's 
another great perk about being a roadie, you never lack good music, particularly on concert nights. When the 
room was cleaned to my satisfaction, | ventured back to the wings where Danny, Evan, and the rest of the 


crew had also congregated. 


The show was going pretty well, awesomely in fact. Of course most of AP's shows went like that, the band had 
some pretty devoted fans. There was this one time back home, (we'd all lived together in San Francisco since 
being signed, so | called it home instead of Adeline) right after album two, The Voices, came out, and AP was 
going to play this big out door concert. Well, maybe a week before that was supposed to go down, we all got 
shit-faced at the local Skate Park and Jonny decided to ride the ramp while he was still buzzing off coke and 
rum. That idea didn't pan out too well, to say the least, in fact, it turned out pretty bad. | wasn't as drunk as 


everyone else so | had the common sense to phone an ambulance instead of yelling at Jonny to get the fuck up 
and throw pop cans at him. As a note | would like to say that Nicky, Val, and Evan still feel bad to this very 
day. Long story short, Jonny broke his leg in two places, though he healed quickly, we all got charged with 


drunk in public, paid some fines, and AP had to cancel its appearance in the outdoor show. 


Brett chewed us out, of course, and we expected that to be the end of it but that was far from the case. 
The day after the announcements for cancellation went out we started getting a ton of fan letters, saying how 
they were just not going to go if AP wasn't there, hoping Jonny got better soon, and all kinds of really nice 
things. Some lady from Cleveland even sent brownies. No one ate them, they kind of smelled like pot brownies, 
but still it was really nice of the lady, and the guys sent her a picture of the four of them pretending to eat 
them. After that little experience | decided though that AP's fans were about the greatest in the world and | 
seldom ever questioned that-or at least | didn't before the Molly incident and all the girls started coming 


around Jonny. 


| tried not to think of groupies though, as | stood in the wings with my fellow road technicians, | just wanted to 
enjoy y friends' show. That however became a virtual impossibility as | heard that first high pitch giggle 


coming from behind me. 


My breath caught in my chest and my eyes widened as | slowly turned around. "Please, God," | prayed as | 
rotated with decrepit slowness, "please, please, please, do not let it be.." When | finally turned around | came to 


the conclusion that there was no God and if he was there he obviously just didn’t like me. 


There were five of them, five pretty busty, leggy girls, in the back room with Brett. | was going to kill our 
tour manage, | was going to rip his head off his shoulders and use his skull for a cereal bowl after | cut his 
balls off and turned them into a pair of earrings. After all, | reasoned, it had been his idea to give out those 
damn backstage passes on radio contests that brought these whores in. | really wouldn't have had a problem 
with the whole thing if five out of the six winners hadn't been really attractive and scantily dressed women. It 
was at this point that | realized | was going to end up in jail before the evening was over if | stayed. 


"Hey, Danny?" | hissed grabbing my roadie counterpart by his thin, bronze wrist. 


Jet eyes flicked to my face, quizzical beneath thick hanging dreads. "Yeah, Lexi?" he asked, turning the green 
Jolly Rancher he had in his mouth to speak. 


"You-ugh-you think you could handle drums and guitar if | head back to the hotel?" | asked him, one hand 


rubbing my temple. "|-ugh-l've got a major migraine coming on" 
It was a half lie, | already had the migraine, two in fact, and their names were Jonny and Brett. Danny, 
however, had no clue | was simply running away as | was more than prone to sever headaches, and that's 


(luckily) all he could see. 


"Sure, Lexi," he said, with a vigorous nod. "Do you need me to get you a ride back?" 


"Nah, I'll be okay in the jeep," | assured him. "Just make sure to tell Der he'll have to ride back with the rest 
of you." 


"You, got it, babes, hope you feel better later," Danny said, giving me a one armed hug that | returned rather 


weakly. | murmured a thanks before running towards the back, for my bag and my car keys. 


"Lexi!" Brett exclaimed as | charged through the dressing room where he'd gathered the "harem" and where I'd 
so conveniently left my shit. | felt like vomiting and beating him upside the head with a lead pipe in the same 
breath, never a good sign for the guy. It seemed to me that Brett was starting to lose what little love I'd 


developed for him over the course of sixteen years. 


"Ladies, Mr. Graph, this is Lexi Devlin, AP's chief guitar technician," Brett continued to introduce me despite the 
obvious cold shoulder as | threw things around looking for my keys. "Lexi, as is the case with most of our 
crew people, has been with AP since they were signed by Starstream records five years ago. Haven't you 
Lex?" 


"Something like that," | mumbled, finally locating my bag and pulling it over my shoulder. 


"At this point Brett noticed that there was something wrong with me. He had never really been that entirely 


perceptive, even as a kid. 


"Hey, you feeling okay, Lex?" Brett asked as | pushed things around in my bag, desperately searching around 
for my keys before | lost my temper. 


"Migraine's coming on, a big one," | muttered curtly, hating Brett all the more for questioning me in front of 
those people, those freaking Molly clones. A shriek of joy nearly escaped my lips as | hit pay dirt, my fingers 


closing around the cool metallic form of my car keys. | didn't even look up as | made for the door. "Later" 
"Later?!" Brett exclaimed as | pushed past him. "Y-you're leaving now? Right now?" 


"Sure am," | said, ignoring the look f utter disbelief the Brett was giving me as | walked out. He continued with 
that look as | charged down the stairwell that led to the backdoor and parking lot. Security didn't say a word to 
me and | was glad for that because even as | ran | had to work very hard at controlling my more than erratic 


breath and emotions. 


| cursed under my breath as | started up the engine, cursing Jonny, cursing Brett, and those five girls. More 
than any of them though, much more, in fact, | cursed my feelings and myself. | hated the face in the 
rearview mirror, the emotions | was so struggling with, and in particular | hated the part of me that never 
had the kahonies to ever let Jonny know just how | felt. My rage consumed me, draining me of all strength so 
that all | could manage to do was park, ride the elevator up to mine and Derrick's room, and collapse on my 
side of the bed. | succumbed to a wrathful sleep full of groupie bashing, Brett throttling, and Jonny kicking 


dreams within a matter of moments. 


*Later* 

The sound of Derrick's light voice as he hummed along to Guns and Roses’ "Sweet Child of Mine" woke me up 
hours later. | groaned inwardly at myself as | opened my eyes to search for the clock, it read 12:34. | was 
about to roll back over and return to dreamland when a fresh-from-the-shower form dropped onto the bed 


beside me. 


"Good midnight, sleepyhead,” Derrick said as he flopped down. He pulled a frayed Megadeath T-shirt over his 


pale and ripped form, pushing his hair back into place after. "How's your migraine.” 

"Peachy," | grumbled setting up to rub my eyes. "Christ, | could kill Brett” 

Derrick cocked an eyebrow but, unexpectedly, he remained quiet, slipping an arm around my shoulders. He 
leaned down as | buried my face and his shirt, finding comfort in the clean smell he radiated with, Derrick 
hugged me closer, kissing the top of my head. | really, really, loved Derrick; he was always there when | needed 
him. | was about to start running over the night's events, and ask which bimbo Jonny had brought back when 
Derrick abruptly let me go and leaned over the side of the bed. 


"Der-" | began as he apparently searched for something on the floor. 


"Crap, | almost forgot!" he exclaimed as he sat upright once more, a notebook in his lap. He pushed hanks of 
auburn back out of his eyes and held the spiral-linked booklet out towards me. 


"Here, be an angel, and go drop this off with Jon, please?" he asked, and pushed the notebook into my suddenly 
numb hands. | blinked trying to comprehend what he'd just asked me to do. 


"W-what?" | mumbled. 

"Run that over next door please, hon," Derrick said pulling me on my shoulder. "To Jon 

"J-Jon," | stammered in disbelief, wondering, possibly, if Derrick had gone insane. He knew better than anyone 
did the limits of my self-control when it came to seeing my best friend with another girl. He had to be crazy 


to ask this of me. 


"Yeah, Jon," Derrick was saying though my thoughts were so a buzz that | could barely hear him. "You know 


the skinny, black haired dude? Lives with us? Been best friends with him since like..first grade? That Jonny." 
"Derrick I-" | started to yell but he grabbed a pillow and pressed it over his ears. 


"Pleas Lexi!" he begged childishly. "Please! Its a ten-foot walk and I'm beat! Pleasel? For me?!" Derrick then 
flashed the big cow-brown eyes that | could not resist. | really, really, hated Derrick at times. 


"Fine, fine, ya fucking whiny-ass bitch!" | growled, smacking him hard on the knee with the notebook. Derrick 


yelped and rubbed the spot. 
"Thank you!" he called sort of snappishly as | marched out the door, slamming it behind me. 


Okay, Lexi, calm down, | said to myself as | made my way down the hall five feet to Jonny's room. Just calm 
down, girl. Killing his whore won't help you. | swallowed hard, gripping Derrick's stupid, stupid, notebook to help 
steady my shaking hands. God, | hope they haven't started..I'll kill her-No, no | won't. | will remain calm and 
collected-Oh shit l'm going to choke the life out of you Derrick! You, heartless little fag! My internal struggle 
and argument continued even as | knocked grudgingly on Joy's door with a shaking fist, which quickly 
returned to my side. | cringed, looking down at my dumb smiley face socks, as | heard footsteps coming to 
turn the knob. | wondered if it was too late to turn and run back to my room to shove that notebook up 
Derrick's ass. | was half a second from doing just that when the door opened and there was Jonny, standing 


with green eyes locked on my face. 

| looked up at him for what felt like forever. He had just gotten out of the shower, | could tell by the water 
droplets clinging to his shoulders and lank with moisture hair. | felt my insides shudder as he stared down into 
my eyes with what was at first surprise. The surprise shifted however as the edges of his mouth curled up 
into the smile | had come to adore. My heart faltered in my chest. 

'Lexil" he said brightly. He looked down at the notebook that was close to being wrinkled in my hands (| was 
sure my nails were going to be permanently etched in the cover). "Oh great, Derrick sent the book over." He 


reached down and took it from my hands, continuing to hold my left one even after he pulled the book away. 


‘Its new tabs he wants me to set poetry to," Jonny explained to me as his eye returned to my face. "How's 


your head?" 
| blinked rapidly, his eyes had caught me very much off guard. "My-my head?" | repeated. 


Jonny laughed. "Yeah, your head," he said, reaching up to run a hand through my hair, ruffling it. "You left the 


show cause of a migraine, member, babes?" 
"Oh-oh yeah, that," | laughed a bit shakily. 
"Well it must not have been too bad," he chuckled continuing to play with my hair. "You don't seem too cranky." 


| gave a half smile, as | looked over his shoulder and saw an empty room. "Yeah, well, the pressure just kinda 


let up," | told him, the tension leaving my body in large throes. 
"Stay and help me go over them?" he asked suddenly. 
| blinked again. "Hugh?" | murmured. 


"Stay and help me go over the tabs, you know creative support," he repeated, squeezing the hand he still held. 


"We can have a sleep-over," his eyes lit up just like they did when he was being mischievous or overly excited. 
"Come onl" he tugged on my arm. "Itll be fun! We can talk, listen to music, I'll order a pizza, I'll write, you'll play 
the guitar, we'll goof off just like when we were kids." 


| couldn't help but laugh at him. "Jon-"l began to say but he grabbed me around the waist hugging me. 


"Please Lexi?" he begged, going cutthroat for my weakness, just as Derrick, by making an entirely pathetic 
pouting face. "Pretty please? You know you want to." He jutted his lower lip farther out and | couldn't stop my 
self from giggling. 


"All right, all right, already!" | laughed pushing his head and forcing him to let go of me. "Christ, just enough 
with the face, you dweb." 


"I knew you couldn't resist mel” he said with a cocky grin He leaned down to kiss me on the temple. "Go get 


your Pj's and guitar while | order the pizza, kay?" 


"Kay," | chuckled, messing his sodden locks. Jonny grinned one more time before running into the depths of his 


room and telephone. | shook my head, he was just a big kid and he always would be. 


As | walked back into my room to grab my things, | found Derrick lying on the bed, pretending to read a book. | 
noticed him eyeing me, however, and caught the grin he was wearing even though, he tried to hide it with his 


book. 


"You are a little bastard!" | growled running over t pounce on him. Derrick yelped as | jumped on his stomach 


and straddled him. He squealed as | heartlessly began to tickle him. "You knew! You knew all along, you conniving 


little fucktard!" 


"M-mercy!" he panted as | ruthlessly pecked at his sensitive neck and abdomen. "Pl-please, Lexi! I'm sorry!" He 
squeaked as | pinched his chest. 


"Okay, okay, but the next time you try this | am so gonna tell Josh you've been looking at other guys!" | 


warned him. | got off of Derrick and returned to grabbing up my things. | was getting ready to leave when, as 
an afterthought, | sat down my pajamas and guitar to sit down beside Derrick once more. 


"You're still a little, bastard," | informed him with a kiss on the forehead. 


"| know | am," he said with a particularly cheesy grin. "But you know, it's not my fault Daddy never made an 
honest woman out a! Momma" 


| laughed and ruffled his hair. "See you tomorrow, Der." We hugged one final time. 


As | left, guitar and pajamas under my arm, | heard Derrick singing under his breath, "Shop, shop, shop!" | 
rolled my eyes as | closed the door. | really, truly, loved that little asshole. 


Side by Side 


| believe that the happiest times my life, my best memories, involve me, the guys, and Jonny's basement. 
Jonny's basement was basically a congregation point for all the kids in pour group, or more specifically, all the 
guys plus me, | was the only girl to see it until Junior year, well besides Derrick's twin, Dana, but she had 
other stuff to do most of the time. It was a great place, always cool, had just the right lighting, one of those 
doors you could slip in through from outside, two couches and a bunch of psychedelic bean bags, plus his 
parents never came down there past the third step on the staircase. Everyday after school we'd all wander 
over there and spend up until dusk hanging out. When we were yourger, it was more or less a place to play 
fort and do other weird little preschool punk shit, as we grew older it became our official practice room. Dave 
and Linda, Jonny's parents, didn't care about us all being there, mostly because when it came down to it we 
weren't bad kids and, for the most part at least, were fairly trustworthy. I'm pretty sure the fact that the 
basement was well insulated against sound was a rather large factor as well. The best times we ever had in 


that cool little space though, were in the summer. 


Summer was our time, the time we had for freedom, the summer was basement time. From the moment we 
got up to the moment we had to go home, you could almost always find Derrick, Jonny, Nicky, Val, and myself 
in the basement on 1730 Willow Avenue. We went other places, of course, we skated, we terrorized the mall, 
the park, occasionally we played street hockey, but we always met at that one place and we always returned 
there at the end of the day. On a typical day we'd start off with a breakfast of Cheetos and Coke and 
sometimes leftover pizza we'd ordered the night before, our moms and dads would give us each like eight 
bucks to chip and buy dinner because they worked until later in the evening. Then we'd do some trivial things, 
much like we did as adults, before packing up to go bother innocent townsfolk. We'd skateboard back in the 
evenings, carry out in hand or money ready to buy some pizza once we made it back to Jonny's. We'd do more 
trivial stuff, lounge and the like until around ten when Val, Nick, and Derrick all had to leave for home, | 


however, was a bit of a different case. 


Though the rest of the crew didn't live anymore than a block or so away, | was still exceptionally closer and 
could and would stay later in the night. Much of the time | simply stayed over, Jonny and | sharing the 
squishy sofa or making indoor tents with blankets and pillows. | can't count all the nights between the summer 
of first grade through junior year that | fell asleep with Jonny beside me. It was commonplace, | often felt 
better on the couch next door than | did in my own bed from June until September, it almost found unnatural 
not to have him lying beside me. And don't misconstrue what l'm saying to interpret the way | felt when | was 
sleeping by Jonny as some twisted kiddy-porn thing, that was not the way we were, I'm just trying to make a 
point of how connected | was to him. Besides, even after we were in high school and | think | started feeling 
things for Jonny, lust never entered the picture, we were totally platonic, even as seventeen year olds. Now, as 
we got older though, specifically when | realized how | felt and we were on the road, the story changed, at 


least on my part, but | never did anything about it, | never had the balls to. 


That night Jonny and | roomed in Orlando was a mini time travel back to the kids we used to be. | played the 
guitar, helped him write songs, and Jonny made me laugh. We ordered chicken, onion, and extra cheese pizza 


and drank cherry coke until about three am, goofing off and joking like we always had, the entire time. The 


whole night | couldn't help but think that that was the way things were supposed to be, you know, we were 
destined to be best friends forever, not lovers, | knew that in the depths of my soul, | always had. So why 
then, | wondered as | curled up next to Jonny one of his lithe tattooed arms wrapped around me, did | want 
him so bad? | pondered that question until four in the morning, watching the rise and fall of his chest, as my 
best friend's breath became an altogether soothing and destructive lullaby blowing against my left temple. | 
think a lesser woman would have cried in my situation, which would have woken him up and brought a world 
full of chaos down on my head, luckily for me though, | wasn't a lesser woman and events earlier in my life 
had purged me of that hindrance. 


When my eyes opened, at around ten am, the following morning, | found myself alone in the bed and the CD 
player running over the track "Colossus" by the Distillers. | yawned, setting up in bed, the sound of the shower 
telling me what had happened to Jonny. As | eased myself into consciousness | took a look around the room, it 
was kind of a mess. The virtually empty pizza box was hanging forlornly off the side of Jon's dresser, my 
guitar was sitting on a desk chair next to Derrick and Jonny's shared notebook, and an assortment of my best 
friend's clothing was scattered all about. | loved Jonny, | loved the guy with all my heart, but he was an 
absolute slob. With a sigh | got up and attempted to straighten the room. I'd gotten most of it clean, thrown 
the pizza box away, put all of Jon's clothes into a pile, and made the bed when, Jonny, cell phone in hand, 


waltzed out of the bathroom, lower half clad in only in a beige towel. 


While | busied myself hiding the reaction of seeing my best friend close to naked, Jonny talked into his cell, 


umoticing of me. 


| guess | was wrong, she's up," he told the person on the other end of the receiver. He took a second to meet 
my eyes, grin, and tell me, "Derrick says good morning, Lexi", before returning to his conversation with our 


mutual best friend. | smoothed out the comforter idly. 


"Dude, aren't you being a bit overzealous?" he was saying to Derrick as | tried my very best not to stare at 
the dip the towel was making over his abdomen "No-! wanna go ASAP too, man, but I'm telling you Val and 
Nicky'll take your head off if you try and get them in the car this freaking early." There was a pause, Jonny 
making faces and bobbing his head back and forth as he listened. | had an odd feeling about what Derrick was 
suggesting on the other line. "Okay, okay, Der, I'll tell her. But I'm not going anywhere without Nicky and Val, and 
| still say they're gonna kill you if you try and pull this this freaking early. Okay. Okay. Okay Derrick! Talk to you 


in a few, spaz." And he clicked the phone off. The feeling grew as Jonny looked over to me. 


"IIl give you one guess as to what he had to say," my best friend said as he cocked an eyebrow in my 


direction. 


"That he's up and ready to go and about to endanger his life by trying to get Vallee and Nick up and ready as 
well?" | ventured, already knowing that | was right but hoping | was not. 


"Ding, ding, ding! We have a winner!" Jonny exclaimed clapping his hands together. He flopped down beside me on 
the bed. "Derrick also told me to tell you that you need to get your little ass in the shower, ASAP, because 
after he's done bothering Nick and Val he's coming after us." 


| groaned. "Have | ever mentioned that | find Derrick to be one of the most annoying people on the planet?" | 


asked my best friend. 


"On several occasions," Jonny told me. He gave my arm a push. "Now go get in the shower, Devlin, so | can get 


naked in here and dance around in my birthday suit before we leave." 


Despite the feelings | had for Jonny | never, ever, missed the opportunity to make perverted jokes with him. 
Plus he'd never know that | actually meant what | said. 


"Ooh, Jon," | said making my voice silky as | tugged playfully at the hem of his towel, wiggling my eyebrows 
suggestively, just as he would when making dirty jokes. 


Jonny played along, as | knew he would, and let out a girlish little shriek, smacking at my hand. "No, sir!" he said, 
voice still high pitched and girlish. "No, sir, we do not! | am not that kind of girll" 


"Like hell you ain't, ya little tramp!" this time my vocal chords switched to deep with a western accent. | 


grabbed his towel again and Jonny let out a second ladylike scream. 
"Stop!" he exclaimed smacking at my hands. "Stop, | say! You brute!" 
"Whore!" | countered, grabbing hold of his wrists. 


"How dare you insult my virtue!" Jon exclaimed grappling with me to break the hold | had on him. Unfortunatly 
for Jonny, though, | had a pretty good grip and instead of pushing me off him, he grabbed my waist, pulling me 
into a tumble across the bed Unlike on the tour bus, | landed on top this time, and just as | had with Derrick 
the night before, | played a little underhanded. 


"Oh, now you're gonna get it, ya slut!" | growled triumphantly, already letting go of one of Jon's arms, to creep 
my fingers across my best friend's extremely sensitive abdomen. Now you should know that of all the people 
I've ever known to be really ticklish, Jonny is by far the king. You could run a hand an inches above the skin on 
his back and they guy would shiver and squeak like you'd already started going over the area with your nails. 
So naturally, when | actually started touching him, Jonny let out a yelp and began to squirm like hell. 


"No fair!" he exclaimed, dropping the girlie voice as | started to tickle. He giggled involuntarily and hard as | 
started to go up. "Dammit, Lexi! This is not funny!" 


"To me it is!" | laughed, straddling his waist to keep him from pushing me onto the floor. Jonny continued to 
squirm, giggle, and push at me as | did my very best to make him squeal like a five year old girl. It was 
working out pretty well too, at least until | decided to tickle his more than a little sensitive sides. | had ran the 
tips of my nails down over his ribcage, when he grabbed me roughly by the hips, arching his back as he tried 
to throw my ass off. It was at this exact, lovely, picturesque moment that Derrick chose to barge into the 


room. 


We all looked at one another kind of frozen in place, | say that because Jonny's pelvis was jutting up with my 
still kind of sitting there, and Derrick's eyes appeared to have permanently become the size of plates. 


"Well this is awkward.." Jonny was the first to break the silence in a very small voice. 
"Yeah..." | rasped in agreement. 


"Um-" Derrick began rather awkwardly, face slowly turning bright red. "Um l-l came to drop your clothes off 
for today..". He held up my favorite black and red bondage jeans, a black baby doll tank, and other necessities. 


| struggled for some sort of reply, my own cheeks warm enough to melt the skin off my face. It was about 
that time that | decided that | needed to shower right then and now, so | jumped off of Jonny's still raised 


hips, and snatched my clothes from Derrick's arms. 


"Thanks, Der, love ya, see you in a few!" | said this all in one little squeaking breath before slamming into the 
bathroom. By that point | had decided that any shower | needed would have to bea very, very, very cold one. 
Possibly a shot of tequila was needed as well, but considering | wasn't going to be able to go get the later 
without walking out the door and past Jon and Der, that was just not going to happen. So | settled for the 
shower, | wasn't in the shower a minute, though, before | started remembering Derrick, Jon, the looks on their 
faces, and our entire situation. It started out as nothing more than a few giggles at first, then, quicker than | 
could think, | found myself sprawled on the shower floor, nearly crying from laughing so hard. Beyond the 
bathroom door, over the noise of the shower, | heard the voices of Jon and Derrick and a couple of thuds. | 
also heard my best friend half laugh, half shout a "God damn you, Alexis Devlin!" before more laughter choked 


out words. 


"Fuck," | giggled helplessly, not even trying to pick myself up off the floor. | smiled as the cool tap poured over 
my scarlet face. "Fuck, Derrick's never gonna let me live this down!" A few moments later | stood up, finally 
able to feel my now rather sore ribcage and ready to clean up. Of course then | realized that | hadn't brought 
either my shampoo or my own soap in with me. | swore again and proceeded to stick my head out the 
bathroom door and tell a still rather hysterical Derrick, to go and get my "damn orange hair crap" from our 


room. 


Truth? 


The mall; to thousands of teenagers across America it represents a safety, a haven from adults. To thousands 
of adults across America it represents a wasteland for "spoiled modern’ day kids. To my friends in AP and 
myself, it was sort of both. While we loved it for all the things it held for us to do, we also had issues with 
the many giggly teenage girls (and boys, I'm not going to be sexist), that practically lived in the place. But that 
Thursday in early April, the Fearless Five pushed aside the negativity it felt for the cultural Mecca of 


Teenagerdom and made its way there courageously. 


"Okay, guys, please,” Nicky said as | turned into the gigantic parking lot of the big, Orlando Outdoor Mall (not 
the real name, | never knew its official name, we all just called it the Orlando mall). "Promise me that we are 


not gonna be here until closing time!” 


| silently agreed with my big drummer friend as | hit the turn signal and scouted for a good parking space. As 
usual | was AP's chauffeur for the day, but | was more than okay with the title. | liked to drive, | believe I've 
said that before, and as far as | was concerned the only one of our litte troupe worthy of being on the road. 
Nicky, also as I've pre-mentioned, was a kamikaze fucker at the wheel, Val had serious road rage, Derrick was 
easily distracted, and Jonny? Well Jonny was okay, | guess, but he never did succeed in earning my trust back 
after the infamous "bowling for woodland creatures" incident. Long story, creepy story, really don't wanna 
remember, but for those of you reading | will say that Jonny was very drunk, | was slightly buzzed, and he 
has never, and | mean never, been able to look Dana, a veterinarian, in the eyes since. Plus that night we were 
in my car, and his fucking drunken stunt dented the fender on my jeep, he paid for the repairs but still, | was 


pissed for a week. 


"Oh come on, Nick!" Jon was protesting as | pulled into a nice, out of the way space, and we all began to 


clamber out. "Jesus! Its shopping at the mall! Not an endurance run!" 


"One in the same, my friend, one in the same," Nick told him, shoving his hands deep into the pockets of his 
frayed camouflage shorts. Val and | chortled. 


"Shop, shop, shop!" was all Derrick would sing as he skipped (almost) for the main entrance. 


"And, hey, Derrick, you need to limit your number of bags," Val told him. "Because once we're in there | am so 
not gonna help you carry around any of your shit. You get loaded down, you get loaded down, and you can trot 
your ass back to the jeep to unload." 


"No one's coming back out to the jeep period," | said adjusting my shoulder bag. "Once we're in there we are 
not coming back out until we're ready to go back to the hotel or to a new venue. And, No, before you ask, | 
will not give any of you halfwits the key to my baby." | glared over the tops of my shades pointedly at 


Derrick, Jonny, and Nick who wrinkled their noses up at me. 


"Man you guys are like mall Nazis, | swear!" Jonny exclaimed. 


"And car hogs!" Nick added, eyeing me. 


"Duh," Vallee and | drawled in unison before breaking out in laughter. Jonny rolled his eyes and Derrick, still 


trotting along excitedly, continued to ignore us. 


At the Orlando Mall, the main entrance was a palm filled forum surrounding a big mermaid fountain. This 
fountain was located within a octagonal structure with three floors, all containing shops open to the outdoors 
with trees and plants everywhere. Personally, | thought most of the people who entered were simply drawn to 
the scenery instead of the widow candy, it's what made me like the place so much, in any case. Of course | 
was an easily fascinated, small town, Californian, tomboy, so it didn't take much to make my mouth drop. 
Especially if it came in the form of pretty architecture..or candy, | was pretty much a giant sucker for both. 
Still though, you've got to admit, no matter who you are, living plant vines going over specially blown glass, 
man-mad ponds full of fish, and palms laden with cocoanuts all infused into a modern architectural design is 


pretty fucking impressive. 


‘Okay, fellas-and fellaette-" Val said with a sideways grin in my direction as we stood in the center, admiring 
the big fountain for a few moments. "Which way do we go? Sur o Norte?" 


"Ooh-Ooh! Lets go left!" Derrick immediately squealed jumping up and down like a hyperactive eight year old as 
he pointed. "| see a Murdoc's and a clearance sign!" Derrick named a store that was known for selling 
everything when it came to clothes. And | mean everything. The place carried all styles from punk, to Goth- 
chic, to retro-trendy, to beach-bum apparel. The place was a proverbial melting pot of genres, and we all 
thought that was really cool. Josh, Derrick's boyfriend, in fact hardly shopped anywhere, else, mostly because 
he liked to surf and Murdoc's carried the absolute trendiest surf wear. Of course, despite the fact we all 
enjoyed to shop there, the clearance sign and the gleam in Derrick's eye gave us more than due reason to 


avoid. 
"Okay, right it is then!" Nick said while Val, Jonny, and | nodded in agreement. 


"Aw, come on guys, it's a clearance sale!" Derrick whined as the rest of us started to turn in the opposite 


direction. 


"Exactly, which is the whole reason we can't let you go in," | told him. "Face it, Der, we let you loose during a 
sale and all hell will rain down on our heads and we won't be able to pull you out. Its hard enough to get you 


out of a clothing store when you're just window shopping." 


"You're not going in, man, end of discussion,’ Jonny told him as Derrick began to sulk and we passed by an 
Ambercrombie and Fitch. | started to go in, but unfortunately my best friend noticed the wicked gleam in my 
eyes and grabbed me around the waist before | could run in and scare the hell out of a group of bleached 


blondes giggle near the window manakin. 


"Don't even think about it, missy," Jon told me as he pulled me away from the doors. "We just got here, it's 
too early to get thrown out." 


"But-but | see cheerleaders!" | cried reaching piteously for the door. "Must destroy-must-oomph!" | was cut 
short as Jon swung me to the other side of him so that | was locked between my best friend and Nicky. 


"Oh fine be that way!" | pretended to pout, crossing my arms tightly across my breasts and sticking up my 


nose. "Just remember when you need someone to fend off the perfume ladies in Sears, you don't come to me!" 


"Deal," Nicky said ruffling my hair. "Now come on, to the escalators! The food court just open and | do believe 
there's a Shake Shack up top." 


At that the rest of us let out some hungry growls. We hadn't really had breakfast, considering Derrick had 
been in such a fucking hurry to get going that morning. Val and Nicky had eaten some cheese crackers while 
Jon and | had split a pack of Reese cups found by chance in my glove compartment. Needless to say, we were 


all more than a little willing to grab a cool, creamy shake and some donuts before continuing on with our day. 


"So where to after breakfast?" Val asked as we reclined beneath a shaded table. He took a long sip of his 
banana split shake. "| hate to admit it but it's kinda exciting being here again" As he said this we all noted he 
was looking back at the shake shack where the lady who'd served us, | guess | should say girl, was leaning all 
over the counter as she tried to mop up a little spill. 


| rolled my eyes and ignored him while saying, "Music store." My interest in flicking Jonny in the back of the 
head faded immediately as | remembered that there was a good point in hitting FYE or Amplified. "We need to 
go there next, most definitely.” 


"And why the sudden urge to CD shop?" Nicky inquired, finishing off his last bear claw. "You just picked up 


three discs in Miami." 

"Because | got an email from Romeo yesterday," | told him, naming a friend of ours who was also in a band, 
they were under AP's label Black Hawk, in fact. "Duties of Rebellion's supposed to hit stores today and | wanna 
pick it up." 


"That's today?" Derrick asked raising a dark, rusty eyebrow. "Dude, | thought Negra Corazon didn't put out the 


new album for another three weeks?" 


"| did too, but apparently they wrapped a little early," | said with a shrug. "And Romeo said the CDs would be in 
stores Today.” 


"Awesome," Derrick and Val said at once. "| heard a couple of their demos before we left San Fran," Derrick 
continued. 


"That album's gonna be a real piece of art," Nick added, eyes alight like some little kid's. 


‘Our's is gonna be better though," Jon said confidently, leaning back against my legs as | sat on top of our 
table. | shook my head and combed my fingers through his unusually loose jet tresses. 


"Just a little vain sounding there, aren't we, Jon-Jon?" | chuckled Teasingly. 


"Hey l'm only speakin' the truth!" he laughed finishing off his chocolate-cherry bomb. "When this album's done 


it's going to beat out everyone at Black Hawk, even Negra Corazon, whether Romeo agrees or not” 


"Well, Captain Cocky, maybe you should wait until you've actually started work on the thing before you deem it 
grammy worthy,” Val said giving him a little push. 


Seriously, dude, you're gonna jinx us," Derrick added with a falsetto shiver. 


"Hey one of us has to dream" Jonny protested, standing up to pose heroically with his empty shake cup held 
aloft like a sword. | rained on his ceremony by leaping on his back and shouting "Hi-ho, Silver, away!" At which 
point my best friend whinnied and galloped from the food court, the guys laughing and running behind us. 


We hit the CD store across from the eateries first looking for Duties of Rebellion It was FYE so we should 
have know beforehand that out efforts would be fruitless, they only carried two AP CD's after all. We had 
better luck at Tower, more specifically Derrick had luck as he found the new Broken Hope Cd, not what we 
were looking for necessarily but it was still quite a find. We finally hit pay dirt in a tiny alternative record 
store called Danse de mort, where we purchased two copies of Negra Corazon's new CD. One to frame for our 


"Hall of Albums" , and one to rip and listen to amongst ourselves. 


When we'd gotten our CDs the five of us cut across the floor and into Cheadle's bookstore. Derrick, Jonny, and 
| were really avid readers so we had to make a stop there Nicky and Val weren't so big on the literary thing, 
we were lucky if we could get either of them to read the nutrition facts on the back of a God damn Lucky 
Charms box, but they still would check the place out so the rest of us could indulge. 


Jon, Der, and | were all poetry buffs so we went through that whole section. Derrick and | didn't pick anything 
out but Jonny never left a bookstore without a text of free verse or arranged stanzas in tow. Derrick was 
more of a mystery guy so he picked out a few murder/Detective novels, while |, being the big Sci-Fi nerd | 
was at heart, couldn't bring myself to leave without a few Dungeons and Dragons books under my arm. We 
kept it as quick as e could but despite our best intentions Val ended up throwing me over his shoulder while 


Nick dragged Jonny and Der out by their shirt collars. 


Out of the bookstore we appeased Nick and Val (and myself) by heading into EB Games. We went a little wild in 
there, the three of us going over the new action titles like giddy little school girls. | was nearly drooling as | 
picked up the new Megafists Arcade game, Nicky and Val got the same way when they spied me holding it. 
That started a grappling contest over who was going to buy the last copy which Derrick broke up by taking 


the game away and buying it himself, telling us that he would have it once we were on the tour bus. 


Of course that plan didn't actually work considering | was quite adept at getting my hands in and out of bags 
really easily. The one goof skill Tony had ever taught me, pick-pocketing. Note, my big brother wasn't all bad, 
at least after he got sent away to military school. 


Considering we had hit all the important areas of the mall, as we neared the end of our day there at about 
four-thirty, Val, Jonny, and | decided to indulge Derrick So after buying some Tylenol for Val and Nicky (who 
did not by any means want be nice to Derrick in this way), and saying a few prayers, we took Derrick back to 
Murdoc's. The little imp was practically salivating as we walked in. 


Derrick's mood, regardless of the reservations the rest of us had along with our best resistance, became 
quite infectious. We all got swept up in Derrick's giggly shopping whirlwind, even Nicky and Val, and it wasn't 
long until an impromptu game of dress-up began. And it all started when Derrick grabbed up a shirt he 
thought Josh would like. 


"Dude, Vallee, try this on for me, please," Derrick said looking over a blue, form fitting tee withe words "If it 
swells, ride it!" emblazoned on the front along with a palm tree and surf board. We all gaped at the less than 


subtle innuendo. 
"Fuck you, Jones!" Val exclaimed instantly, cheeks slightly pink He glared at the rest of us as we chuckled. 


"Aw, please, Vallee?" Derrick begged, naive to our bassist's discomfort. "You and Josh are like the exact same 


sizel If you try it on | can see how itll fit him!" 
"Get bent, Derrick," Val growled. "I am not putting that on!" 
"Why not?" Derrick whined, sticking out his girlishly plump lower lip. 


"Dude, Der, have you even read that thing?" Nicky asked between little chokes of laughter. 


"Well duh!" Derrick exclaimed, looking over his choice once more. "It says ‘If it swells, ride it! Perfect for my 


hot little surfer dude." 


At those words all of us except Val and Derrick busted out laughing, Jon going at it so hard that he fell on the 
floor while Nick had to run off and find the bathroom. 


"Look, Derrick, for the last time, | am-" Val started to yell but lost his wind to bellow when | elbowed him. 


"Just shut up and try the freakin shirt on, Val,” | told him, returning his scowl with my own reproving look. 
"For Christ's sake, you live with two gay men, you share a bunk with one nine months out of every year, get 
comfortable in your personal manhood and try the damn T-shirt on! Besides, if you do it he'll shut up and 
people will stop staring at us." | looked pointedly to the gaggle of over the top Goths that were looking at us 
with their black lipped mouths askew. After flipping them off along with Jonny, | resumed glaring down Val. 


Val glared back at me for a few more seconds before throwing his hands up and letting out a peeved growl. 
"Fucking fine!" he snarled grabbing the shirt out of Derrick's hands. "Gimme that, ya fruity little fuckwit!" And 
Val pulled off his own shirt right then and there. 


As I'm sure I've said before, of my guy friends Vallee was voted hottest, hands down. So when he took his 
shirt off in the middle of Murdoc's no one was all that surprised to hear adoring murmurs and cat calls going 
his way. For a few seconds the blush Val had been wearing was for pride, and he took advantage of his 
situation, pulling the shirt Derrick had picked out down slowly, tantalizing the little girls who were so intently 
staring at his six-pack. | couldn't help but giggle, many of those girls wouldn't think Val such an Adonis if they 
knew what | knew about him. | saw Derrick and Jonny roll their eyes and shake their heads at Val's vanity. | 
knew, though, that their tongue-clucking was done partially out of envy. It really didn't matter because as soon 
as that shirt went down all the pride evaporated from poor Vallee's face. 


"Hmm... Derrick murmured as he looked Val and the shirt over, which we all noticed was just a little too tight. 


"It doesn't go with those jeans," Derrick pouted after a few moments of circling Val with scrutinizing eyes. 
"They're too dark. | can't decide with you wearing those torn up things." 


"Well what do you suggest then?" Val drawled angrily. "Should | take my pants off to mollify you, Derrick?" 


Derrick's response was a mischievous grin, given as he whistled and held his hands behind his back, eyes locked 


on the ceiling. 
"Nol" Val said, arms and shoulders going rigid. "No way. NO FUCKING WAY!" 


"Oh, Val, settle down," Derrick giggled. "I don't wanna see you in your skivvies..well not right now!" and he winked. 
Several seconds later, after Jonny had once again, collapsed, laughing to the floor, Val ran at Derrick giving him 


a swift punch in the arm. 

"You son of a bitch!" he swore as Derrick yelped and rubbed the spot which had been assaulted. "You know you 
make it real fucking hard to for me to be your friend and support your God damn lifestyle, you know that?" 
And he gave Derrick another little ‘happy tap' in the arm. 


"Ouch!" Derrick yelped nearly falling backwards. 


"Okay, okay, Val, stop it," | chuckled finally intervening on my friend's behalf, which friend I'm not so sure. 


"Derrick's littler than you, and you know if you're not careful he'll yell ‘hate crime'." 
Val backed off quickly, Derrick sticking his tongue out as he did. Despite the fact that we were all grinning 
(except Val, of course), we knew that Derrick was more than just a little capable of pulling of such things; 


albeit acci dently. 


One time when lan, Nicky, Danny, and Derrick had been roughhousing in the local park back in San Fran, Derrick 


had jokingly yelled "gay bashing", as Nick tackled him. Well a couple of girls standing nearby hadn't caught the 
humor and went and dialed 9-I-I. That lead to a very complicated situation involving four hours in jail for Nicky, 
Ben, and Danny. It also lead to a mandatory hospital check for Der, further complicated by him acting less than 
couth for the EMTs. 


Eventually, amidst the chaos, someone managed to get a hold of Jonny and myself and we drove down to both 
station and hospital to sort everything out. Apologies were made, no one served any jail time, no one was sued, 
and all Derrick had to do was buy like three video games in compensation for his jailed brethren. From that day 
on it became a joke amongst our group that hitting Derrick was pure fodder for left-wing activist groups. 
Another, rather humorless joke, made by Derrick was that he was the boy that cried "hate crime". 


"Here," | grabbed a pair of very Josh-like carpenter shorts and pushed them at Val. 


"What the fuck?!" he exclaimed giving me one of his more incredulous looks. "No, Lexi, nuh-ugh, no way! It ain't 


gonna happen! | am not a fuckin Barbie doll!" 


"No, you're even better, you're a Vallee-doll," came Nick's quip as he strolled back toward us from the 


bathroom. | grabbed Val around the waist to keep him from jumping our drummer. 
"Jesus, Vall" | exclaimed pushing him back. "Just go put those on so we can get the hell out of here!" 


Fine but this is it!" he snapped, glaring at all of us but particularly Derrick. "No more, | am not a damn 
manakin, you got me?!" He shook the jeans threateningly at Derrick. "I said do you got me?!" 


"Yeah, yeah, | got youl" Derrick aid holding up his hands, as if he was afraid of being hit again. "Just go put the 


pants on, let me look it over, and you're done. | swear to Bob." 


Val made some sort of inaudible grunting sound before stomping off into the dressing rooms. We all shook our 


heads as he went, more at Derrick, than Val. There were just some days... 


When Val returned Nick, Jonny, and | couldn't help laughing into our shirt collars even with our best efforts. 
Our Vallee was a mostly black clad, chuck wearing, bleach-blonde and blue punk with a lip ring, and a ton of 
attitude. So naturally, seeing him in what we considered more or less Josh, who was kind of a Neo-Punk hippie, 


clothing, we all couldn't help but think of the sight as giggle worthy. 


"Oh now that is perfect!" Derrick cooed as soon as he came out. "Yes, absolutely! Josh will look so hot! Thank 
you Vallee!" 


"Glad to assist," Val mumbled, crossing his arms as he screwed his face up. "Can | put my own clothes back on 


now?" 


"If you must," Derrick sighed waving him on melodramatically. 


"No, no, wait, hold onl" Nicky said as Val started return to the safety of the dressing room. Val stopped and 


turned around to give Nick one of his more confused faces. 
"What?" he asked. 


"Something's missing.." Nick said as he and Jonny feigned thoughtful faces and | cackled. Val started to ball his 
hands into fists. 


"Wait | know!" Jon burst out, unable to keep from laughing between breaths. He grabbed a retro-bowler hat 
off of a nearby rack and rushed over to set it askew on top of Val's scowling head. "Magnifica!" Jon said 
clapping his hands as he stepped back, out of Val's punching range, | noticed. 


"No, wait, its still not quite right," Nick said this time and ran to Goth side of the store to snatch up a rather 


gaudy looking bat cane from a cache. He returned and placed it in Vallee's hand. "Now it's perfect!" 


"Ugh!" | exclaimed, unable to keep myself from getting in the act regardless of the little vein twitching on Val's 
right temple. "You're both so totally wrong!" And | went to the retro side to retrieve a deep purple feather 
boa which | draped elegantly over Val's shoulders. 


| stepped back and for about the millionth time that day my friends and | lost it, all of us thudded to the floor 
as Val watched on with that half-cracked twitch of the eye that we really hadn't ever seen before. 


"V-Vallee, we're just joking," Jonny panted as he stood and helped me up. Our laughter had faded upon seeing 
that look. And frankly it scared us. Our Val should have been swearing at us, possibly even trying to maim us. 
The Val staring at us with the half smile and crazy eye was not our Val, 


"Oh it's no problem, Jonny," Val said through gritted teeth as he pushed off the boa and hat laying them in a 
neat pile with the cane. "Because you guys are gonna pay me back." He walked over to grab his shirt off the 
floor, pulling Derrick's pick off and throwing it to him before pulling his back on He grinned so wickedly at the 
four of us that Jonny winced and grabbed my arm like when we were ten and walked past this house with a 
deranged pit-bull on our way to Derrick's. "Just let me go get my pants on and the fun shall begin" Val grinned 


wolfishly one last time before disappearing back into the dressing room from whence he came. 
In his absence the rest of us shivered and contemplated our fates. 


"Oh great Derrick, your fruitiness has finally sent Val over the edge and we're all gonna die!" Nicky growled as 
we awaited Val's return. 


"Me?" he exclaimed. "He was fine until you instigated the Vallee-doll routine!" Derrick squeaked. 


‘Oh whatever, Derrick!" Jonny backed Nick up. "If you hadn't started with your whole boner-innuendo shirt none 
of this would have happened!" 


"Huh?" Derrick questioned cocking an eyebrow. 

"Okay!" Val's voice as he came back out made us all jump to attention. "Everyone close your eyes!" 

"Val-" | began, as always trying to be the voice of reason 

"Close your eyes, Lexi," Val ordered more tersely. | gulped and obeyed, as did the rest of my friends, or so | 
assumed since Val didn't bitch at anyone else. "Okay-doke, keep em closed, scamps, and I'll be back in a flash!" 
We waited until his footsteps trailed off before speaking. 

"He's gonna get an Uzi and shoot us in a line!" Jonny whimpered. | felt him scoot closure to me. 

"Probably," Nicky agreed. 

Farther down the little line | heard Derrick quietly giggling to himself. 


"And, just what, pray tell, are you tittering like a school girl over, Jones?" Nicky demanded. 


"IF it swells ride it!" he cackled before taking a large breath and laughing helplessly once more. "I got it! | got 


the innuendo!" 

The three of us groaned en mass. 

"Derrick, when | open my eyes | am going to kick you like a bitch," | hissed clinching my fists. 
"Assuming you live to do that," Jonny pointed out. 

"Touche." 

‘Okay, dollies, I'm ready," Val announced in an eery sing song voice. "You may open your eyes." 


We did, hesitatingly, and what awaited us was far worse than any firing arm. Before us Val had arrange four 
piles of clothes, and by his grin we knew what the meant. 


"Vallee-" | murmured. 
"Val-" Nicky whimpered. 
"Valentino-" Derrick attempted. 


“Shut up," Val barked and we all heeded. "Fair's fair. | was your manakin now you guys are mine. Derrick, you're 


first," and he pointed to a pile with a curly black wig on top. 


Derrick made another mulling noise. 


"Now!" Val snapped, at once Derrick ran over to grab the clothes and such up from his pile before fleeing to 


the dressing room. 
A few moments later, "Do | have to come out?" 
"You do if you want to keep your front teeth," Val replied in a sugary sweet voice. 


The door popped open instantly and out stepped Derrick, dressed up like a gothic hooker, stilettos and fishnets 


included. 


To the floor Val, Nicky, and | went as one, clutching our bellies and sides that were beginning to ache. As we 


laughed, Derrick had started looking in the nearest mirror. 


"Hmm." he joked, unable to keep from smiling at the little joke. "I don't think this is my color but God.l have 
gorgeous legs!" And he slapped his exposed thigh to make a point. Right about then the rest of us started 


getting sincerely creeped out. 


"Okay, and that's enough dress-up time for Derrick," Val said as the group exchanged nauseous looks. "Jonny, 
me lad, your ass is next. Get” Val pointed to a stack that had a cowboy hat on top. 


"Oh sweet Jesus," Jonny moaned going to pick up his pile, | pushed him in the middle of the back to move him 
along a little faster. He went fearfully into his stall while Nicky and | had to force Derrick back into his. Our 


guitarist made it out just in time to see Jonny, in full country boy apparel stroll out, chaps and boots included. 


"Howdy, ma'am," he said comically, tipping his hat to me. Driven to near hyperventilation | leaned on Val for 


support. 

"Dude those piercings really compliment the chaps!" Val laughed, holding his knees to keep from tumbling again. 
"Josh would look so hot in those!" Derrick again ruined the laughter and without even being told Jon fled back 
into the dressing room. We all gave Derrick less than pleased looks, Val was right, there were times when 
Derrick made it less than easy to support his lifestyle. 


"Okay, Nicky, you're up," Jon said ask he came out. 


"Are you sure?" Nicky said, sweating some serious bullets at this point. He had spied a pair of khakis in his pile 


as well as what might have been a sweater vest. "Because | don't think | can top that last act, | mean-" 


"Shut the hell up and play by the rules, Theopolis!" Jonny said doing as | had with him and giving Nicky a big 
push. Nicky gave him the finger before taking up his ‘costume and trudging into the dressing room. When 
Nicky reappeared there was a preppie boy with a Mohawk and nose ring glaring back at us. 


"Go back, go back!" all of us, even Val exclaimed at the sight of our beloved hardcore Nicky in the garb of the 
enemy. He complied quickly as a shiver ran through our group. Twenty-eight-years old | may have been but 
the stereo-types of my high school youth refused to leave me. 


"And there was one," Jonny said as Nicky came out and all eyes turned to me. All of a sudden | felt really 
awkward and in want of an exit. Unfortunately there was none and as | was a woman who took her beatings 
when she could, resigned myself to the deadly stack of clothes before me. | gulped ignoring the cat calls from 
my friends and walked with my head held high into the women's dressing room. Pride however, evaporated, 
when | locked the door and saw just what Val had picked out for me. 


A frilly black and pink skirt, a lace up, black, bodice top, pink high heels, and a freaking big pink bow. Had | not 
been ready to bust a blood vessel | would have commended Val on his revenge tactics. As | was about to bust 
a blood vessel, however, | was swearing at him, loudly too, as | forced myself to be fair and squeeze into the 
get-up. Not only was there pink and lace but the skirt and the top were both hugging me in places | didn't 
know | had, | was just waiting for the bodice to push my breasts up so far that they popped out. | struggled 
to walk in the heels after | got them on, | wasn't a graceful person and the stilettos weren't helping that 


complex. 


"How did Derrick do it?" | wondered aloud as | struggled towards the door. | put my hand on the knob, but as 
an after thought called, “are you guys ready?" 


"Ready, now get your scrawny ass out here, Devlin!" Val called back. 


‘lm coming, I'm coming!" | snapped, feeling buck naked as | stepped out. | closed my eyes as | waited for the 
laughter to start. | was supposed to be teased about having to wear the dreaded pink, and the skirt, and for 
having boobs. But that didn't happen, no | got something much worse, stunned silence. 


| peeked one eye open, thinking maybe they were just waiting dramatically to laugh there asses off. But they 
weren't. All for of them were just standing there, staring at me, Derrick looking like a father seeing his little 


girl in a prom dress while the others..well it was the worst thing imaginable for the others. 


It wasn't right the way they were all looking at me, not Val, Nick, and Jonny, though admittedly, | actually did 
want Jonny to look at me that way sometimes. But not Nicky and Vallee and certainly not looking as | did. | was 
a tomboy at heart, the Virago, | didn't belong in pink and skirts, and | worked hard to keep the ‘guy’ look as 
best | could Not only was it easy to do as it was my truest nature but because it protected me. It saved me 
from being the one thing | feared most, becoming just another girl in the eyes of the people | loved most. And 
for a split second, | feared that was just what had happened. 


"Holy shit, Lexi's a girll" Nicky broke the tense air with a laugh. 


Val snapped out of it at once too, looking like he was feeling a little stupid with himself before he started 


teasing me. Luckily | caught no embarrassment over me coming from his eyes so | relaxed. There was only one 


left, and | looked to him biting my lower lip. 


"Heh," Jonny finally said, hands on his hips. "And all this time | thought you were just a dude with really long 
hair who padded his T-shirts." 


"Yeah well who's to say | ain't padding this?" | joked easing back into normalcy and cracking a true smile. 
"True, still wouldn't the tissue paper have popped your pecs up by now though?" Vallee teased. 


"Damn Kleenex," | chuckled. "Okay, peep show's over, I'm getting changed and then I'm going to go bring the car 


around. So you better grab what you want now Derrick because it's like five-thirty and | am staving." 


| heard Derrick yelp as | went back into the dressing room and slipped back into my real skin. | smiled, | was 
still just the Virago. 


When | came out | found Nicky and Val waiting to walk to the car with me, Jonny they told me, was helping 
Derrick as he ran around the store looking at the clearance stuff. For some reason | wasn't all that surprised 


to see the two of them waiting outside with five very stuff bags with the Murdoc's logo on them. 


Leaving the mall we went straight to the nearest pizza parlor, where we ordered like three large pepperoni pies 
and the guys proceeded to get smashed. There were times | hated being the DD, but when | saw the less than 
normal behavior exhibited by my friends after they'd had a few pints, particularly Vallee and Nicky, | was glad 
| abstained for the most part. We left the pizza joint at nearly nine o'clock, and from there | drove us, at 
Derrick's insistence, to a secluded park on the edge of town. There we all got out of the car but left the radio 
on so my inebriated brethren could dance around in the headlights. It was all quite a bit of fun especially, when 
Jonny, after fiddling with the radio when a commercial came on the station, accidently turned it to an oldies 
station and a certain song came on that inspired the most hilarious drunken choir act | have ever seen. And 


yes, before you ask, | have seen quite a few drunken choir acts, I've even been in a few. 


"Dude, dude, Lexi! Lexi! T-this is our jam!" Jonny slurred. He began to tap his fingers to the beat of the song 
and after the familiar opening the rest of us, discluding Nicky who'd passed out on a picnic table. 


"Kokomo!" Val, Derrick, and | exclaimed. At once the guys began to take up, quite slovenly, with the song. Jonny, 
as usual being the most dramatic, did a little dance as he stumbled over to my side, collapsing beside me on 


the grass, he looped an arm around my shoulders as he sang. 


Aruba, Jamaica, ooh | wanna take ya 
Bermuda, Bahama, come on pretty mama 
Key Largo, Montego, 

baby why don't we go, 


Jamaica 


OFF the Florida Keys 


there's a place called Kokomo 

That's where you wanna go 

to get away from it all 

Bodies in the sand, 

tropical drink melting in your hand 
Weill be falling in love 

to the rhythm of a steel drum band 


Down in Kokomo 


| couldn't help but giggle and even blush as Jonny sang into my ear, hugging me close. On the other side of the 


grass Derrick and Val were doing even worse than poor Jon as they stumbled through the chorus. 


Aruba, Jamaica, ooh | wanna take you to 
Bermuda, Bahama, come on pretty mama 
Key Largo Montego, 

baby why don't we go 

Ooh | wanna take you down to Kokomo, 
we'll get there fast 

and then we'll take it slow 

That's where we wanna go, 


way down in Kokomo. 


Martinique, that Montserrat mystique.. 
We'll put out to sea 

and we'll perfect our chemistry 

By and by we'll defy 

a little bit of gravity 

Afternoon delight, 

cocktails and moonlit nights 

That dreamy look in your eye, 

give me a tropical contact high 


Way down in Kokomo 


Aruba, Jamaica, ooh | wanna take you to 
Bermuda, Bahama, come on pretty mama 
Key Largo Montego, 

baby why don't we go 

Ooh | wanna take you down to Kokomo, 
we'll get there fast 

and then we'll take it slow 

That's where we wanna go, 


way down in Kokomo. 


| was doing my best to keep from rolling as the three of them slurred and Jonny breathed really stale alcohol 
breath in my face. 


Port au Prince, | wanna catch a glimpse.. 


Everybody knows a little place like Kokomo 
Now if you wanna go to get away from it all 
Go down to Kokomo 


Aruba, Jamaica, ooh | wanna take you to 
Bermuda, Bahama, come on pretty mama 
Key Largo Montego, 

baby why don't we go 

Ooh | wanna take you down to Kokomo, 
we'll get there fast 

and then we'll take it slow 

That's where we wanna go, 


way down in Kokomo. 


At this point | found that | didn't mind Jonny's beer soaked breath, as he laid his cheek against mine, | just 
didn't want the song to end. | wanted Derrick and Vallee to fade away so that all there was left was Jonny and 
me, his arm tight around my shoulders. More than that | wanted Jonny to bring his lips off of my cheek and 
closer to where | had always dreamed of them being. This vision stayed in my head even as | drove my friends 


back to the hotel at eleven. 


After going up to retrieve assistance, from Danny, Ben, and Evan, | put Derrick to bed | was about to go to 
bed myself when | realized | had left my bag in Jon's room when I'd helped him up. The door was unlocked, 
oddly, Jonny was still laying on his side, and my bag was still on the dresser. But unlike when I'd left the place 
earlier there was a black Murdoc's bag with the words "Lex, open in your room" scrawled on the side. | glanced 
at Jonny who was snoring really convincingly before taking my shoulder bag and the other and heading back to 


mine and Derrick's room. 


Safe in my quarters with Derrick lost in dreamland a yard or so away | looked in the bag. The contents didn't 
settle with my stomach well. 


It was the black bodice I'd worn earlier. | dumped the conniving piece of fabric out on the dresser and along 


with it came a note. 
Dear Lexi, 


You looked pretty in this, sis. Please don't be mad that | said | thought you were just a dude with long hair. | 
was just joking. 


Love you, 


Jon-Jon 


| wasn't sure what distressed me more, the fact that it had taken a fucking fake-ass boob pushing shirt to 
make Jon realize | was a woman, that he still did not see that | wanted to be anything but his "sis", that he 
thought | was made about his dumb comment, or possibly that | might not be seen as | always had been 
before. | tossed the bodice across the room before, diving clothes on into bed. Between silent fumings about 
totally ignorant best friends, a very, deeply, disturbing thought popped into my head. Maybe the reason that 
Jonny had yet to see me as | saw him was because in some small way, in the depths of my heart, | didn't 
want him to because | treasured my place as the "tomboy" enough that it stood in the way. That's the 
darkness | fell asleep to, | awoke, however to the light and the bright joyful cries of Derrick as he announced 


we were going home to San Francisco. 


The Return Pt | 


Author's Notes: Sorry as always for the delay, | just have no time anymore.. :-( But don't worry, all, I'll be 
keep on keepin on! | would also like to apologize for splitting the chapter into 2 parts but | feel my last chapter 
was uber long and the extra time to refine the second half won't kill me. A special thanks to LindZ, Micah, and 
my dear editor Kittie. | do this for you three. To my newcomers thank you for reading and | hope you enjoy 
this. -Ciao, Chris. 


We left the hotel in Orlando two days after the call from Black Hawk was received, using the forty-eight 
hours beforehand to send lan, Ben, Danny, Brett, the rest of our crew, our equipment, and my jeep, back home 
ahead of us. Black Hawk had taken care of the tour cancellation so me and my guys left Florida guilt free on a 
plane Tuesday morning. Poor Derrick was so excited about getting home to Josh that Jonny had to drug him in 
the airport cafeteria by slipping sleeping pills into his Diet Coke. The rest of us enjoyed a virtually serene flight, 
save for an incident where Val let a stewardess pull him into the bathroom and Derrick waking up two hours 


before landing. For the most part though, it was a tame trip. 


We landed in San Francisco International via American Airlines at two o'clock in the afternoon, Val, Nick, Jon, and 
myself were just barely groggy yet from jet lag, Derrick was about to claw his way off the plane, and really 
we were all ecstatic to be home in general. Still no one could match Der's enthusiasm. It made the rest of us 
smile to see the light growing fervently in his big, cow-brown, eyes as the plane came down. Of course that 
might have been fear of descent, | was mistaking there, but considering he didn't yelp like a girl and grab Jon's 
arm. was pretty sure it was the thrill of getting closer to Josh. 


"Ah smell that fresh Californian air, fellas!" Jonny said as we disembarked from the plane and stepped into the 
familiar and much missed sunshine. He inhaled deeply putting as macho a face on as he could. "That'll put hair 


on your chest that will." 
"Crud, Lex, don't breath inl" Nicky joked readusting his bag as he grinned back in my direction 


| wrinkled my nose at him but played along anyway, pretending to hold my breath. The mask was shattered 
however when Jonny quipped, "Hairy nipples! Eww!" and | laughed helplessly as we made our way leisurely to 
the checkpoint. Well four of us were at ease, Derrick hyped up a little extra from his "nap" on the plane, was 
leaving the rest of us in the dust as he rushed to get in Val, Nicky, and | shook our heads as he jumped up 
and down, vainly trying to leap high enough above the crowd ahead of us to spot the face of his beloved. 


‘Guys | can't see Josh!" he exclaimed frantically running back to the main group as we found a suitable place in 


line. "Are you sure you gave him the right time Lexi? What if he forgot? What if-" 


"Derrick, chill or the next time we slip something into your drink its gonna be a Micky," Val told him, scowling 
over the tops of his shades, | gave him an empathetic pat on the arm. Val didn't do well on plane rides, not 

counting incidents with stewardesses, he always managed to get the cranky case of jet lag. Mostly because it 
screwed up his sleep system and as | believe its been said before, Val really liked his sleep. He liked it better 


than sex, a fact he would confess to quite readily if asked. 


"Yeah man, you seriously need to calm your ass down," Nicky more or less ordered. "You've lived through five 
months separation, if your fruity love is real, it can handle five more minutes. You're not gonna die if you 
don't jump Josh's bones on sight." 


"How do you know?" Derrick wailed dramatically. Our entire party sighed in unison, Derrick had been like this for 
two days and needless to say, we were all more than a bit ready to beat the snot out of him. Even me, and | 


was the mediator of the group. 


"Derrick, just can it or I'm gonna let Vallee stuff you in his suitcase," | snapped, reaching out to grab him by 
the upper arm and jerk him into line, forcing him to stand between me and Nicky. Lucky for Derrick the line 
was moving pretty quickly and we made it through customs and checks before his fidgeting forced me to kick 
him in the shins. The moment we had our bags, though, Derrick was once again leaping about, searching the 
masses for Josh. 


As Derrick ran about like a chicken with head cut off the rest of us made our way over to a bench to calmly 
plop down. It wasn't a big bench so Jon and Nicky made room on their laps where | sprawled looking like a fat 
cat as | did. Val popped open a Cherry Coke which we passed amongst ourselves over a six or seven minute 
period of Derrick's frantic seeking. 


"Love sucks," | murmured taking a sip before passing the can along to Jonny. "Look at the poor slob," | motioned 
to Derrick who had made his second round by the restrooms. "He's half out of his mind" 


"Well in all due fairness, Derrick was already out of his gourd before he and Josh got Committed," Jonny 
pointed out. 


"True but | don't remember him going bonkers when you all used to come se me at USC," | pointed out. 


"Well Lexi, | hate to break it to you but we never actually came there to see you," Nicky teased, | nudged his 
ribs with my knee before thrusting the Coke at him. Nicky stuck his tongue out, accepting the can and taking a 
drink, five seconds later he let out a less than charming burp which in turn caused a couple of girls who'd 
been staring at him with slight interest, to grimace and run the other way. Nicky didn't notice and assumed 
Jon, Val, and | were tittering because of the burp, obvious as he let out another deeper belch. Two more 


Valley Girls scampered out of view. Poor Nicky, at least the guy didn't know he was a chick repellent. 


‘Oh my God, Nicky, that's so gross!" Derrick exclaimed as he came over to our bench, his face was a little red 
and there was a slight pant to the way he was drawing breath. He put his hands on his hips as he glared at 
our drummer, (yes before anything is said, | too noticed that Derrick made the exact same feminine motions | 
did when | was peeved), his small mouth pursed in frustration 


"No luck finding lover boy yet?" Jonny asked, somewhat concerned. It may have weirded the guys out some 


times to see two of their really good friends hanging all over one another, but we were still a family and we, 


too, worried over Josh. Even though Val and Nicky would never admit to it. 


"No!" Derrick wailed. "I've been all over this place like eighty million times and | haven't caught a glimpse!" He 
threw his hands up in exasperation before turring his less than sane eyes on me. "Are you sure he knows 


what time our plane was supposed to land? Are you sure it was even my Josh you called, Lexi?" 


| rolled my eyes at Derrick, sorely tired of his melodramatic act. "Yes, Der, | am sure it was your Josh that | 
called," | drawled giving him a look that could peel what was left of the paint off Ariose Manor. "Jesus, man do 
you remember that thing called traffic? You know other cars, sometimes getting in the way of you and point 


B? They had it while we were gone so l'm pretty sure that in our return it has not miraculously disappeared” 


‘Oh my God, you're right!" Derrick exclaimed. He bit down on his lower lip before pressing his palms to the 
sides of his temples. "He was probably in an accident! Dear God, I've gotta call 9-I-I! See if they took him to 
the hospital" 


Nearly growling | jumped up off of Jonny and Nicky and grabbed Derrick by the shoulders and sit him firmly in 


my place. Well almost in my place, the guys moved so that Derrick wasn't in anyone's lap. 


"Derrick," | began firmly, grasping his chin to force him to meet my eyes. "Listen to me. Calm the fuck down, 
right now, okay? Can you do that for me? Because if you don't I'm going to have to go over to one of those 
nice men from airport security and tell them that on the plane | heard you joking about having a capsule off 
C-4 hidden in your rectum." Putting on my most psychotic smile | smoothed his hair back down from where 
he'd been running his fingers through it. "Can you do that for me, Derrickins? I'd truly hate to see you getting 
a full cavity search with a pair of big metal tongs." 


Derrick, fully panicked by the sight of my ‘scary’ smile, nodded meekly, scooting farther into the bench and 
closer to Jonny. While he, Val, and Nicky, fought to keep from laughing, Jonny moved an arm to put it over 
Derrick's shoulders and pat. Taking a deep breath and standing upright | found myself praying to any listening 
deities that Josh got there, very, very soon, because if | had to | would go find a security guard and make my 
redheaded best friend suffer. As | turned around, | realized that miracles actually could happen as my chest 


hit Josh's. 

| looked up into a pair of twinkling blue eyes, jaw slack It was, in a way like seeing a dream pop out of thin air. 
Josh was just like | remembered him. His eyes sparkled as they always did, his hair was still sandy blonde and 
unruly in it's cropped cut, he was still tall, still pale for a spare time surfer, and he still smiled with all of his 


heart. Until | saw him right then, | had not known how very much | had missed my fifth roommate. 


"Hey, Lexi-babel" he exclaimed in his cheerful tenor, using the nickname only he ever used with me, before 


enveloping me in an air mashing hug. 
"Josh!" | squeaked breathlessly as | hugged him back. We grinned at one another as we broke apart. 


‘Oh, my gosh," he began, his voice so stereotypical it made me giggle. "I love your hair! Purple and black look so 


cute on you, Lexi-babe! It's awesome!" 


"Thanks," | said trying not to sound giddy. We hugged one more time before | allowed him past me to the other 
guys, who were all standing. There was no hesitation on the part of either Josh or Derrick, the moment, they 
met eyes Derrick had launched himself into his taller boyfriend's arms, both of them trying to crush the 
other with their arms and lips. While | resisted the urge to make an "awing" noise, Jon looked to the floor, the 
right corner of his mouth turning up, and Nicky and Val made faces, turning their backs to the scene. They 
would loosen up once we got home, as liberal as Nick and Val were, they were still just guys, so not much 
could be expected on their part with public fondness, and anyway, after about two minutes, sleep deprived Val 


was on their case. 
"Dude, can't you two possibly wait to dry hump until we get home?" he demanded irritably. 


Josh and Derrick let go of one another at once, though they still continued to hold hands, both of their faces 
painted a sheepish pink. 


"Sorry," both said at once, smiling bashfully at one another then the floor. 


"Aw, my badl" Josh continued as he let go of Derrick to throw one arm around Val and the other around 


Nicky. "| missed you guys too!" 


For a second there was only awkward silence as both of my heterosexual friends stood there, eyes wide, faces 
draining of color, then filling red, going back to normal, and changing back in between all three several times as 
he hugged. | bit my lip and looked at Jonny who gave me a restive look quite akin to my own. | glanced around, 
looking for people wearing rainbow wrist-bands or triangle pendants, and signaling to my best friend that he 
might need to cover Derrick's mouth. If this turned ugly, my goals were to keep Josh alive and prevent Val and 
Nicky from going to jail for hate crimes, possibly both. 


Fortunately for Jonny and myself the dark looks faded off Nicky and Val's faces and they allowed Josh to 


release them and move onto Jonny without making a scene. 


"Hey, Josh," Jonny said returning the hug. Another reason | think | fell in love with Jonny was because of the 
way he was totally unabashed to show affection to Josh and Derrick both in public places. | think there's some 
sort of weird gene kind of ingrained in the mind of each and every normal woman on this planet that they find 
sensitive guys alluring as hell. Then | remember that Jonny was not tenderhearted in other areas (me) and | 


can totally excuse myself from being a normal woman. | could very well be classified masochist. 
"Hey, Jon-Jon, how's it been hangir?" Josh asked as they patted one another on the back. 


"Loose ans slightly to the left," Jonny joked. Laughter escaped from myself, Derrick, and Josh. "Thank you very 


much for your concern" 


"Any time," Josh said with a wink before looping his arm back around Derrick. | saw Val and Nick roll their eyes 


as our guitarist snuggled into Josh's side. "So, you guys ready to get out of here and home? If | know a certain 


someone," he looked directly at Val, "they are about ready to kill to get to their nice comfy bed." 


"And | would like to point out | can use guitar string as garrote wire," Val chirruped almost pleasantly, though 


the half-berserk glimmer in his eyes warned of sincerity. 


"Well let's go then, shall we?" Josh said brightly, as always, unaffected by Val's temperament. He grabbed up 
on of Derrick's bags while keeping an arm around his boyfriend. "I reserved the Convertible for us at Route bb 
tonight at seven" He named our favorite restaurant which we ate at every time we came home from tour. 


"And I'm sure Vallee would adore a nice long nap before we go." 
"Yes, Val, very much would," he grunted hefting his bags up. 


"Could stand a shower too," Nicky whispered to me under his breath as we walked outside to hail a cab or two. 
"I think he slipped while he was in the bathroom on the plane." | giggled but quietly as Val started to glare in 


our direction. 


| don't quite remember what exactly sparked my friends' move to San Francisco, | had been in college at the 
time, so | was never briefed on the details. | just got a call one day, completely out of the blue form Jonny 
saying, "Hey, Lexi! We're moving to San Fran, Babes,” and that was about it. At the time a "why" didn't really 
matter to me, the most pressing thing on my mind was seeing Jonny so much more often and dealing with my 


emotions towards him. A sad repetition of time wasted, now that | look back on it. 


The guys bought our house, or | should say, Val bought our house, during my Junior year. | guess | should 
now mention that Val came from a bit different stock than the rest of us, Italian specifically; wealthy, 
relatively royal, Italian if you want to gt down right technical. His parents had been born in Venice, both into 
blue-blood families that had ancestors who'd held titles like duke, count, and prince, or something like that. Val's 
mom, Felicia, had told us all the whole Amoretti family legacy a thousand times, to the point that we all erased 


it from our minds, even Val. 


Val's dad was a business tycoon of sorts, and when he took over a couple corporations in California, he decided 
to set down roots in Adeline for his family and bought pretty much the only big house in town. Felicia 
affectionately called the place the Amoretti country home, saying it was because of the house's out of the 
way location. However everyone knew it was just a convenient place for Mr. Amoretti (to the day | have never 
learned the real name of Val's father) to stash his baggage, AKA. wife and son, while he traveled the world 
taking care of his affairs, and having them. Vallee was very open about the shortcomings of his family, and he 
came out of his childhood with his obsessive mother and practically absent father a pretty normal guy. The 
only thing that anyone could ever see that bothered him about his heritage was the outright contempt he had 
for all the money he was just born with. He told people that as far as he was concerned every cent of it was 
blood money, the rest of us, not wanting to pry and further aggravate the vein twitching in his temple, let it 
go at that. And the only time any of our group could ever recall of him going near the swollen Amoretti 


accounts was when he bought ‘Ariose Manor’. 


Ariose Manor got its name obviously in big part from the band, the manor half came from the fact that it 
could actually have been classified as a manor, a haunted manor at first glance. The house was a solidly built 
place, there weren't any leaks in the roof, the pipes were decent, and we never had problems with the heater 
or electric. The biggest problems of Ariose Manor were its cosmetic appeal and less than quiet insides. On the 
outside, it looked like crap, none of us could tell if the paint had been yellow, white, or beige in its glory days, 
considering years and years of neglect had allowed the elements to weather what was left of the massively 
chipped paint to an odd, off-gray, color. Along with the weatherbeaten paint job there were so many ivy vines 
growing unchecked over the wood that light didn't come through at least three windows. There was also the 
point of lawn care, or lack there of, because when the five of us weren't home Josh didn't do anything to 
manicure the front or back yard . Then there was the matter of the creepy, big house, night noises that 
Ariose Manor was so abundant with. From the first floor you could hear all the happenings of the second 
floor, from the pounding of feet, to the flush of a toilet, to the squeak of beds. One of the reasons that Nick, 
Val, Jonny, and | insisted that Derrick and Josh had the big bedroom downstairs. 


It was a beaten up piece of shit, but it was my home, it was our home, the best any of us had ever had. You 
couldn't have turned me against Ariose Manor if you offered me the Taj Mahal. | always knew the moment | 
stepped through the door, the tortures of the road would dissipate as if they'd never existed, and I'd be safe. 
That's the definition of home, in my opinion, | think in the opinion of everyone I've ever known: a safe place. So 
l'm sure that one can more than understand why the very moment our cab pulled up in front of the big 
wrought iron gate, | stole the house key from Josh, grabbed my guitar case, and made a dash for the front 


door. 


Throwing open the giant oak slab, | drank in the smell of the front hallway, nearly fainting as warmth, 
familiarity, and the cinnamon orange potpourri Josh set out, engulfed my senses. | simply stood there for a 
few moments taking in th sights of that first little room. All was as | had left it, sunshine still fought to get 
to the golden floorboards through the vine entrenched window panes, the welcome mat was still caked with dirt 
from when I'd been there last, and the walls still dripped with safety. | let out heavy sigh, leaning against the 
doorframe. | was back where | belonged. And apparently | had been missed. 


My serenity was interrupted by a rather large, and very warm soft thing against my calves. | looked down in 
surprise to find, our fat orange cat, Kernie rubbing against my legs. Technically, Kernie was Josh's cat, but as 
we were all cat lovers in Ariose Manor, and Kernie was more than affectionate to one and all, she was 
considered public property, her owner whomever happened to be feeding her or rubbing her belly at that 


specific moment. 


"Hey, Kerniel" | exclaimed bending down to take the obese feline into my arms. Josh had given Kernie the full 
name (don't ask why, | just always assumed it was a gay thing) of Puffkern Angela Barbara Teresa Ann Oberlin. 
Puffkern came from the fact that her fur was really fluffy and puffed out in a way that reminiscent of 
popcorn, and the rest because he was an ignoramus. Since none of us had ever liked those names we'd all 


followed Nicky's lead and taken to calling her Kernie for short. 


The big cat purred happily in my arms, rubbing her head against my shirt. | smiled and cuddled her like the 
overstuffed plushy she was. 


"I take it you missed me, huh?" | asked. She purred in response getting an almost girlish giggle out of me. “Yep, 
| knew you did. So have you been holding the fort down while I've been gone? Josh hasn't been having any wild 
parties, has he?" | got an adorable sneeze as my answer. "I knew you'd keep him in line." And | scratched her 


ear. 


"I see the sixth roommate found you, huh?" Jonny said from over my shoulder. | turned to grin at my best 
friend who beamed right back. Dropping his bags out of the way, Jonny walked over, petting Kernie who 
remained nestled in my arms. "And how's my favorite girl?" he asked running his fingers along that area behind 
the ears that all cats adore. She purred happily, allowing Jonny to take her from me, grunting as he did. | 
giggled as his dark-emerald eyes flicked to me, saying "Goddamn" without moving his lips. "My, my, has our 
young miss lost weight? You're so shapely, anymore.” As if noting the sarcasm she reached up a paw to swat 


his nose. 
"Haven't you ever heard it's impolite to discuss a lady's weight?" | teased. Kernie mewed as if in agreement. 


"Well madam, please, forgive my childish arrogance," Jon said in his gravest voice. Our cat regarded him with 
her regal olivine eyes, finally purring and rubbing her head against the hallow of his shoulder. Jonny and | both 
laughed, we were still tittering as Nicky, Val, Josh, and Derrick, came in 


"Hey, Devlin, Blackheart, you know there are still bags-Kerriel" Val's irritable rebukement became a joyful shout 
as he saw just what had made us lollygag in our chores. Immediately Val dropped his bags, not caring where, 
from the yelp Derrick gave, and rushed to take the churky orange cat from Jonny. "Aw, how's my Kernikins 
been?" he cooed so uncharacteristically that Nicky and | nearly fell to the floor laughing and aroused his ire. It 
got worse as he started with the baby talk and Kernie purred, nuzzling him like mad. Despite the fact that 
Kernie really loved all the members of the Ariose Manor, she always seemed more than a tad drawn to Val, 


like most women. 


"Has you been feeding Josh and making sure there's water in a dish for him everyday?" he asked his voice a 
low pitched yet joyful gurglw as he rubbed her belly. "Has you? | missed my Kernikins." And he kissed her ears 
before going on his way through the archway to the left, into the living room, and ascending the squeaky 


stairwell up to his room, or so we assumed. He kept the cat with him. 


"Heyl" Derrick exclaimed a few moments after he'd disappeared and we heard a door shut upstairs. "| never got 


to pet Kernie!" 


"Aw, babe, I'll get you something better to pet!" Josh assure him with a wink and a kiss on the cheek. Jonny, 
Nicky, and | all gave one another the TMI look as Derrick giggled and they started kissing again. 


‘lm going to go get my bags," Jonny announce loudly, grabbing my wrist to pull me out the door along with 
him. 


"IIl help," Nicky said dropping his own suitcases and following us, shutting the door to give our overzealous 


couple a bit of privacy. The three of us ran back to the cabs. Pulling my meager duffle bags and Jonny's three 
cases out of the trunks before handing over fare. We all decided to wait on the front porch for a few 
moments, giving Josh and Derrick a decent amount of time to work their way from the front hall into their 


own bedroom, 
"So, ya happy to be home, Nicky?" | asked as | sat with Jonny on the rickety porch swing. 


‘In some ways yes," he said, leaning lazily against a brick support column. "In other ways." he looked at the 


front door and shivered. "Not so much.." 
"Aw come on, Nicky, don't tell me you didn't miss him even a little?" Jonny teased. 


"Of course | missed him," Nicky said looking down at his red and black checked Vans. "He's like my brother. 
just.didn't miss..things he and my other brother do." Another shiver as we heard something crash and door 


slam. 


"Well | think it's safe to go in now," | murmured hesitantly, eyeing the door. "It sounded like they made it to 
their room in any case." A shiver went through all three of us as we gathered our luggage back up and 


ventured into the fairly quiet house. 


We went through the left archway in the front hall, entering our living room. The living room in our house was 
a pretty well furnished place, mostly because Josh had a really well paying job. Face it, there is no way on 
earth that four starving artists and their lackey could've been able to enjoy cable on a big screen while 
relaxing in the comfort of black suede furniture on our salaries alone. Come to think of it, the guys didn't 
really even have frickin salaries, they just got a lump every so often for tour, living expenses, and album 
production, while | myself was paid $1650 a day along with room and board on the road, and $45 a day for my 
services in the studio. The entire AP group could be classified as broke hoes if we had all been girls, as | was 


the only one without a dick then | guess we were one broke ho and a bunch of penniless sons a bitches. 


In the living room we followed a big staircase up to the second floor where there was a long hall with five 
doors, three to the left, two to the right, and one opposite the stairs. The three of us went our own separate 
ways from there on out. Nicky going to the third door on the left, Jonny to the first on the right, and | 
stayed my course straight, heading for the only door that opened up unto yet another set of stairs. 


Ariose Manor was a big house but not like super big, and when the guys first moved in, space hadn't been 
such and issue. Val had received the big bedroom because he was the one who bought the house, and the 
others had grabbed one of the thee upstairs units. Then when Josh moved in, to be almost really nice, Vallee 
had handed the master bedroom over to the two lovebirds and taken up the vacated chamber. For about two 


years more, all was peaceful in residency at Ariose Manor, then along came Lexi.. 


The only place left for me to go was the attic, the only place Val had not toured with the real estate agent. | 
had my doubts at first, thinking | was going to be crammed into some musty, dark, cloistered mothball trap, 
then Val, Jonny, and | ventured up there and found a rice surprise. The attic wasn't built like most attics, it 


wasn't huge, but it wasn't cramped, and it had two big windows, one facing east and one facing west. There was 
plenty of room for all of the things from my apartment, but the best feature to my private room was the 
little door on the right side that led to my tiny, but still private, bathroom, because tomboy or not, a girl just 
cannot share a bathroom with a straight guy. Jonny and | had shared a hotel room on tour once, before the 
Molly-incident, and there was this thing with this stuff on the toilet seat. think you get the 

picture. Eww..Anyways | didn't care how small any of it was, it was mine, my little hideaway in Ariose Manor, 


that was all | needed. Plus my own bathroom.hehe. 


Setting down my duffle bags | put my hands on my hips and looked over the state of my personal space since 
| had last seen it. Josh, had obviously dusted in there, ironic that he was fond enough of us to dust our rooms 
but not responsible enough to mow the fucking lawn. The walls were still crimson in the spots that weren't 
covered by posters, my dresser and vanity were still plastered over with stickers and pictures, and the 
curtains on my windows were still beautifully frayed. The only thing in my room that looked too out of place 
was my bed, which seemed to be covered with freshly laundered sheets, | smiled, fondly thinking of Josh and 
his hard work in keeping our house so clean for our return. Then, thinking of the calf high grass, | jumped a 
little bit ferociously onto the skull and crossbones comforter, wrecking any order the blankets once had. 
Sprawling out on my bed | stared contentedly up at the poster-plastered ceiling, eying signed Cure promo my 


Dad had picked up in England for me when | was nine. 


"Is good to be back Robbie," | murmured, smiling at Robert Smith's brooding face. | closed my eyes as | felt 
the tensions of the last five months fade, the safety of my habitat covering me like a blanket. | was home, | 
was safe, and so was my friendship with Jonny. | sighed, knowing | looked like the Cheshire cat as | did, and 
deciding | needed to get in the shower and wet get my head wet before | became too complacent and fell 
asleep. | had to start with my once-in-a-blue-moon-girlish-primping in any case, knowing full well that if i 
wasn't dressed the guys would very well go on without me. And as much as | loved my alone time with Kernie 


that paled in comparison to Rout 6b's famous spicy sushi and home brewed ale. 


| undid the buckle on my belt as | practically skipped into my lilliputian bathroom, giggling all the way. | could 
already feel the studded black leather tightening around my soon to be bloated gut. 


